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Translator’s Introduction 


All this last year France has been talking about Papillon, about 
the phénoméne Papillon, which is not merely the selling of 
very large numbers of an unusually long book, but the dis- 
covery of a new world and the rediscovery of a kind of direct, 
intensely living narrative that has scarcely ever been seen since 
literature became self-conscious. 

The new world in question is of course the underworld, 
seen from within and described with extraordinary natural 
talent by one who knows it through and through and who 
accepts its values, which include among others courage, loyalty 
and fortitude. But this is the real underworld, as different from 
the underworld of fiction as the act of love is different from 
adolescent imaginings, a world the French have scarcely seen 
except here and there in the works of Jean Genet and Albertine 
Sarrazin, or the English since Defoe; and its startling fierce 
uncompromising reality, savagely contemptuous of the Estab- 
lishment, has shocked and distressed many a worthy bourgeois. 
Indeed, we have a minister’s word for it (a minister, no less) 
that the present hopeless moral decline of France is due to the 
wearing of miniskirts and to the reading of Papillon. 

Nevertheless all properly equipped young women are still 
wearing miniskirts, in spite cf the cold, and even greater 
numbers of Frenchmen with properly equipped minds are still 
reading Papillon, in spite of the uncomfortable feelings it must 
arouse from time to time. And this is one of the most striking 
things about the phénoméne Papillon: the book makes an 
immense appeal to the whole range of men of good will, from 
the Académie frangaise to the cheerful young mason who is 
working on my house. The literary men are the most articulate 
in their praise, and I will quote from Francois Mauriac, the 
most literary and articulate of them all, for his praise sums up 
all the rest and expresses it better. This piece comes from his 
Bloc-notes in the Figaro littéraire. 


I had heard that it was a piece of oral literature, but I do 
not agree at all: no, even on the literary plane I think it an 
extraordinary talented book. I have believed that there is no 
great success, no overwhelming success, that is undeserved. 
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It always has a deep underlying reason ... I think that 
Papillon’s immense success is in exact proportion to the 
book’s worth and to what the author has lived through. But 
another man who had had the same life and had experienced 
the same adventures would have produced nothing from it 
at all. This is a literary prodigy. Merely having been a 
transported convict and having escaped does not mean a 
thing: you have to have talent to give this tale its ring of 
truth. It is utterly fascinating reading. This new colleague 
of ours is a master! 

A thing that struck me very much in the book is that this 
man, sentenced for a killing that he did not commit . . . takes 
a very sanguine view of mankind. At the beginning of his 
first escape he was taken in and given shelter on a lepers’ 
island. The charity these most unfortunate, most forsaken 
of men showed to the convicts is truly wonderful. And it 
was the lepers who saw to it that they were saved. The same 
applies to the way they were welcomed in Trinidad and at 
Curacao, not as criminals but as men who deserved admir- 
ation for having made that voyage aboard a nutshell. There 
is this human warmth all round them, and all through the 
book we never forget it. How different from those bitter, 
angry, disgusted books — Céline’s, for example. 

Man’s highest virtues are to be found in what is called 
the gutter, the underworld; and what gangsters do is some- 
times the same as what heroes do. I have already confessed 
that when I am very low in my mind I read detective stories. 
In these books, where everything is made up, the human 
aspect of the characters, the ‘humanity’, is appalling. But 
in Papillon’s tale, which is true, we meet a humanity that 
we love in spite of its revolting side. This book is a good 
book, in the deep meaning of the word. 


When one has read a little way into Papillon one soon comes 
to recognize the singular truthfulness of the writing, but at first 
some readers, particularly English readers, wonder whether 
such things can be; and so that no time, no pleasure, should be 
lost, a certain amount of authentication may be in place. 

Henri Charriére was born in 1906, in the Ardéche, a some- 
what remote district in the south of France where his father 
was the master of a village school. After doing his military 
service in the navy, Charriére went to Paris, where, having 
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acquired the nickname of Papillon, he soon carved himself 
out a respected place in the underworld: he had an intuitive 
perception of its laws and standards, and he respected them 
scrupulously. Papillon was not a killer at that time, but he fell 
foul of the police and when he was taken up on the charge of 
murdering a ponce he was convicted. The perjury of a witness 
for the prosecution, the thick stupidity of the jury, the utter 
inhumanity of the prosecuting counsel, and the total injustice 
of the sentence maddened him, for like many of his friends 
he had a far more acute sense of justice than is usual in the 
bourgeois world. What is more, the sentence was appallingly 
severe — transportation to the penal settlements in French 
Guiana and imprisonment for life without a hope of remission: 
and all this at the age of twenty-five. He swore he would not 
serve it, and he did not serve it. This book is an account of his 
astonishing escapes from an organization that was nevertheless 
accustomed to holding on to thousands of very tough and 
determined men, and of the adventures that were the conse- 
quences of his escapes. But it is also a furious protest against 
a society that can use human beings so, that can reduce them 
to despair and that can for its own convenience shut them up 
in dim concrete cells with bars: only at the top, there to live 
in total silence upon a starvation diet until they are tamed, 
driven mad or physically destroyed — killed. The horrible, 
absolutely convincing account of his years in solitary con- 
finement is very deeply moving indeed. 

After years on the run, years of being taken and then escap- 
ing again even though he was on the ‘very dangerous’ list, 
Papillon finally got away from Devil’s Island itself, riding over 
many miles of sea to the mainland on a couple of sacks filled 
with coconuts. He managed to reach Venezuela, and eventually 
the Venezuelans gave him his chance, allowing him to become 
a Venezuelan citizen and to settle down to live in Caracas as 
quietly as his fantastic vitality would allow. 

It was here that he chanced upon Albertine Sarrazin’s 
wonderful /’Astragale in a French bookshop. He read it. The 
red band round the cover said /23rd thousand, and Papillon 
said, ‘It’s pretty good: but if that chick, just going from hideout 
to hideout with that broken bone of hers, could sell 123,000 
copies, why, with my thirty years of adventures, I'll sell three 
times as many.’ He bought two schoolboys’ exercise books 
with spiral bindings and in two days he filled them. He bought 
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eleven more, and in a couple of months they too were full. 

It is perhaps this extraordinary flow that accounts for some 
of the unique living quality of the book. A professional writer 
who puts down between one and two thousand words a day 
is doing very well: Papillon must have written about five thou- 
sand a day, and the result is very like the flow of a practised 
raconteur — indeed the book has been called a masterpiece of 
oral literature, and although this is not Mauriac’s view, with 
the utmost diffidence I (having lived with Papillon for months) 
venture to agree with it. 

As luck would have it the manuscript was sent to Jean-Pierre 
Castelnau, the publisher who had discovered Albertine Sarra- 
zin; and here I quote from his preface. 


His manuscript reached me in September. Three weeks 
later Charriére was in Paris.’ Jean-Jacques Pauvert and I 
had launched Albertine: Charriére entrusted me with his 
book. ... 

I have left this book, poured red-hot from his glowing 
memory andtyped by various enthusiastic but not always very 
French hands, virtually untouched. All I have done is to put 
some order into the punctuation, change a few almost incom- 
prehensible Spanish turns of phrase, and straighten out certain 
muddles and inversions that arise from his daily use of three 
or four different languages in Caracas, all learnt by ear. 

I can vouch for the basic authenticity of the book. Charri- 
ére came to Paris twice and we talked a great deal. Whole 
days: and some nights too. Clearly, in thirty years some 
details may have grown dim and memory may have altered 
others. They are not of any importance. As for the back- 
ground, one has but to glance at Professor Devéze’s Cayenne 
(Collection Archives, Julliard, 1965) to see that Charriére 
has by no means exaggerated either the way of life and 
morality of the penal settlement or its horror. Far from it. 

As a matter of principle we have changed the names of 
all the convicts, warders and governors of the prison service, 
this book’s intention being not to attack individuals but to 
describe given characters and a given community. We have 
done the same with the dates: some are exact, others merely 
give a general notion of the period. That is all that is 
required. 
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Perhaps I should add something about the translation of the 
book. To begin with it was one of the hardest I have ever 
undertaken, partly because Papillon could not get into his 
stride, and I had to stumble along with him, for I resent 
‘improvements’ in translation — they do not seem to me right. 
(Once, in one of my own novels, an Italian translator improved 
a difficult poem right out of existence.) And then there was 
the problem of his slang: Papillon does not use very much — 
nothing to compare with Albertine Sarrazin or Céline, for 
example — and it offers no great difficulty from the point of 
view of comprehension; but what he does use is strongly alive, 
far more immediate and personal than the comparatively 
limited vocabulary of the English underworld. So I was obliged 
to draw upon the more copious and vivid American: but then 
Papillon’s prison days were in the thirties and forties, so the 
slang had to belong to that period. Occasionally I have fallen 
into anachronism rather than sacrifice vividness, but on the 
whole I think the language, particularly the dialogue, is a 
reasonably faithful reflection of the original. Then again there 
was the question of obscenities. French of course makes a very 
free use of expressions such as con and merde whose literal 
equivalents are less often heard in English and therefore have a 
rather stronger effect; but on the other hand no one can be so 
simple as to suppose that thousands of ill-treated convicts herded 
together sound anything like a Sunday-school, so I have tried to 
steer between unnecessary grossness and inaccurate insipidity. 

By the time I had settled these points Papillon had thoroughly 
hit his stride, and then I found that the best way of following his 
breakneck pace was to keep up with him. It is a pace that I am 
used to, for I have lived half my life among the most loquacious 
people in France, and although I could not translate quite as fast 
as Papillon wrote, I still finished the book in three months, treat- 
ing it (to use Jean-Pierre Castelnau’s words) as the flow of ‘a 
sunlit, rather husky southern voice? that you can listentoforhours 
on end’. And I may say that although in places it was tough 
going, all in all it was one of the rnost full and rewarding experi- 
ences in a literary life that has not been sparing in delights. 


PATRICK O’ BRIAN 
Collioure, 1970 
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First Exercise-Book 
Down the Drain 


The Assizes 


The blow was such a stunner that it was thirteen years before 
I could get back on to my feet again. It was not the usual kind 
of blow either, and they clubbed together to let me have it. 

This was 26 October 1931. At eight in the morning they 
had taken me out of my cell in the Conciergerie — the cell I 
had been living in for the past year. I was well shaved and 
well dressed: I looked as smooth. as they come in my made-to- 
measure suit and white shirt with a pale-blue bow-tie to add 
the finishing touch. 

I was twenty-five and I looked twenty. The gendarmes were 
rather impressed by my posh clothes, and they treated me 
civilly. They even took off the handcuffs. There we were, all 
six of us, the five gendarmes and me, sitting on two benches 
in a bare room. A dreary sky outside. The door opposite us 
must lead into the assize-court, for this building, this Paris 
building, was the Palais de Justice of the Seine. 

In a few moments I was to be indicted for wilful homicide. 
My counsel, Maitre Raymond Hubert, came in to see me. 
‘There’s no solid evidence against you: I fully expect us to be 
acquitted.’ That ‘us’ made me smile. Anyone would have 
thought that Maitre Hubert was going to appear in the dock 
too, and that if the verdict was guilty he too would have to 
serve time. 

An usher opened the door and. told us to come in. With four 
gendarmes round me and the sergeant to one side, I made my 
entrance through the wide-open double doors into an enormous 
court-room. They had done the whole place up in red, blood 
red, so as to hand me out this crushing blow — all red, the 
carpets, the curtains at the big windows and even the robes of 
the judges who were going to deal with me in two or three 
minutes’ time. 

‘Gentlemen, the court!’ 

In single file six men appeared through a door on the right. 
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The president of the court and then five other lawyers with 
their official hats, their toques, on their heads. The presiding 
judge stopped at the seat in the middle and his colleagues 
arranged themselves to the right and the left. There was an 
impressive silence in the room, and everybody was standing 
up, including me. The court took its seat, and so did everybody 
else. 

The president was a fat-faced man with pink cheeks and a 
cold eye; he looked straight at me without letting any sort of 
feeling show. His name was Bevin. When things were under 
way he ran the trial fairly and he made it clear to one and all 
that as a professional lawyer he was not sure that either the 
witnesses or the police were all that straight. No: he had no 
responsibility for the crusher: all he did was to pass it on to 
me. 

The public prosecutor was a lawyer called Pradel, and all 
the barristers were frightened of him. He had the evil reputation 
of sending more victims to the guillotine and the convict 
prisons in France and overseas than any other man. 

Pradel stood for the vindication of society. He was the 
official prosecutor and there was nothing human about him. 
He represented the Law, the scales of justice: he was the one 
who handled them, and he did everything he possibly could 
to make them come down on the right side for him. He lowered 
the lids over his vulturish eyes and stared at me piercingly 
from his full height. From the height of his rostrum in the first 
place, which made him tower over me, and then from his own 
natural height, an arrogant six feet. He did not take off his red 
robe, but he put his toque down in front of him, and he leaned 
on his two great ham-sized hands. There was a gold ring to 
show he was married, and a ring on his little finger made of 
a highly polished horseshoe nail. 

He leant over a little so as to dominate me all the more, 
and he looked as though he were saying, ‘If you think you 
can get away from me, young cock, you’ve got it wrong. My 
hands may not look like talons, but there are claws in my heart 
that are going to rip you to pieces. And the reason why all 
the barristers are afraid of me, the reason why the judges think 
the world of me as a dangerous prosecutor, is that I never let 
my prey escape. It’s nothing to do with me whether you’re 
guilty or innocent: all I’m here for is to make use of everything 
that can be said against you — your disreputable, shiftless life 
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in Montmartre, the evidence the police have worked up and 
the statements of the police themselves. What I am to do is to 
take hold of all the disgusting filth piled up by the investigating 
magistrate and manage to make you look so revolting that the 
jury will see that you vanish from the community.’ Either I 
was dreaming or I could hear him perfectly distinctly: this 
man-eater really shook me. ‘Prisoner at the bar, just you keep 
quiet, and above all don’t you attempt to defend yourself. I'll 
send you down the drain, all right. And I trust you’ve no faith 
in the jury? Don’t you kid yourself. Those twelve men know 
nothing whatsoever about life. Look at them, lined up there 
opposite you. Twelve bastards lbrought up to Paris from some 
perishing village in the country: can you see them clearly? 
Small shopkeepers, pensioners, tradesmen. It’s not worth 
describing them to you in detail. Surely you don’t expect them 
to understand the life you lead in Montmartre or what it’s like 
to be twenty-five? As far as they’re concerned Pigalle and the 
Place Blanche are exactly the same as hell and all night-birds 
are the natural enemies of society. They are all unspeakably 
proud of being jurymen at the Seine Assizes. And what’s 
more, I can tell you that they loathe their status — they loathe 
belonging to the pinched, dreary lower middle class. And now 
you make your appearance here, all young and handsome. Do 
you really suppose for a moment that I’m not going to make 
them see you as a night-prowling Montmartre Don Juan? That 
will put them dead against you right away. You’re too well 
dressed: you ought to have come in something very modest 
indeed. That was a huge tactical error of yours. Can’t you see 
how jealous of your suit they are? They all buy their clothes 
off the peg — they’ ve never even dreamt of having a suit made 
to measure by a tailor.’ 

Ten o’clock, and we were all ready for the trial to start. Six 
official lawyers there in front of me, one of them a fierce, 
driving prosecutor who was going to use all his Machiavellian 
strength and all his intelligence to convince these twelve inno- 
cents that in the first place I was guilty and in the second that 
the only proper sentence was either penal servitude or the 
guillotine. 

I was to be tried for the killing of a pimp, a police-informer 
belonging to the Montmartre underworld. There was no proof, 
but the cops (who get credit every time they find out who has 
committed a crime) were going to swear blind that I was guilty. 
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Seeing they had no proof, they said they had ‘confidential’ 
information that left the matter in no doubt. The strongest 
piece of the prosecution’s evidence was a witness they had 
primed, a human gramophone-record manufactured at 36 quai 
des Orfévres, their headquarters — a guy by the name of Polein. 
At one point, when I was saying over and over again that I 
did not know him, the president very fairly asked me, ‘You 
say this witness is lying. Very well. But why should he want 
to lie?’ 

‘Monsieur le Président, I’ve had sleepless nights ever since 
I was arrested, but not out of remorse for having killed Roland 
le Petit, because I never did it. It’s because I keep trying to 
make out what kind of motive this witness can have for attack- 
ing me so ferociously and for bringing fresh evidence to sup- 
port the charge every time it seems to weaken. I’ve come to 
the conclusion, Monsieur le Président, that the police picked 
him up in the act of committing some serious crime and that 
they made a bargain with him — we’ll forget it, so long as you 
denounce Papillon.’ 

At the time I didn’t think I was so close to the truth. A few 
years later this Polein, who had been held up at the assizes as 
an honest man with no criminal record, was arrested and found 
guilty of peddling cocaine. 

Maitre Hubert tried to defend me, but he was not up to the 
size of the prosecutor. Maitre Bouffay, with his warm-hearted 
indignation, was the only one to make Pradel struggle for a 
while. But it didn’t last, and the prosecutor’s skill soon got 
him on top again. What’s more, he flattered the jury, who 
swelled with pride at being treated as equals and as colleagues 
by this awe-inspiring character. 

By eleven o’clock at night the game of chess was over. It 
was checkmate for my counsel. And I, an innocent man — I 
was found guilty. 

In the person of Pradel, the public prosecutor, Society wiped 
out a young man of twenty-five for the term of his natural life. 
And none of your reductions, thank you very much! It was the 
president, Bevin, who handed me out this overflowing dish. 

‘Prisoner, stand up,’ he said in a toneless voice. 

I got to my feet. There was a complete silence in the court; 
people were holding their breath, and my heart beat a little 
faster. Some jurymen watched me; others hung their heads; 
they looked ashamed. 
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‘Prisoner, since the jury has answered yes to all the questions 
except for that of premeditation, you are sentenced to undergo 
penal servitude for life. Have you anything to say?’ 

I did not flinch; I stood there naturally; all I did was to grip 
the bar of the dock a little harder. ‘Yes, Monsieur le Président: 
what I have to say is that I am truly innocent and that I am 
the victim of a plot worked up by the police.’ I heard a murmur 
from the place where there were some fashionably-dressed 
women, distinguished visitors, sitting behind the judges. With- 
out raising my voice I said to them, ‘Shut up, you rich women 
who come here for dirty thrills. The farce is over. A murder 
has been solved by your clever police and your system of 
justice — you’ve had what you came for.’ 

“Warders,” said the President, ‘take the prisoner away.’ 

Before I vanished I heard a voice calling out, ‘Don’t you 
worry, sweetheart. I’ll come out there and find you.’ It was 
my brave, splendid Nénette giving full voice to her love. In 
the body of the court my friends of the underworld applauded. 
They knew perfectly well what to think about this killing, and 
this was their way of showing me that they were proud I had 
not given anything away or put the blame on anybody else. 

Once we were back in the little room where we had been 
before the trial the gendarmes put the handcuffs on me, and 
one of them arranged a short chain, fixing my right wrist to 
his left. Not a word. I asked for a cigarette. The sergeant gave 
me one and lit it for me. Every time I took it out or put it 
back to my mouth the gendarme had to raise his arm or lower 
it to follow my movement. 

I stood there until I had smoked about three-quarters of the 
cigarette. No one uttered a sound. I was the one who looked 
at the sergeant and said, ‘Let’s go.’ 

Down the stairs, surrounded by a dozen gendarmes, and I 
came to the inner yard of the law-courts. Our black maria was 
waiting for us there. It was not the sort with compartments: 
we sat on benches, about ten of us. The sergeant said, ‘Conci- 
ergerie.’ 
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Conciergerie 


When we reached this last of Marie-Antoinette’s palaces, the 
gendarmes handed me over to the head warder, who signed a 
paper, their receipt. They went off without saying anything, 
but before they left the sergeant shook my two handcuffed 
hands. Surprise! 

The head warder said to me, ‘What did they give you?’ 

‘Life.’ 

‘It’s not true?’ He looked at the gendarmes and saw that it 
was true. This fifty-year-old warder had seen plenty and he 
knew all about my business: he had the decency to say this 
to me — ‘The bastards! They must be out of their minds!’ 

Gently he took off my handcuffs, and he was good-hearted 
enough to take me to the padded cell himself, one of those 
kept specially for men condemned to death, for lunatics, very 
dangerous prisoners and those who have been given penal 
servitude. 

‘Keep your heart up, Papillon,’ he said, closing the door on 
me. ‘We’ll send you some of your things and the food from 
your other cell. Cheer up!’ 

“Thanks, chief. My heart’s all right, believe me; I hope their 
penal bleeding servitude will choke them.’ 

A few minutes later there was a scratching outside the door. 
“What’s up?’ I said. 

‘Nothing,’ said a voice. ‘It’s only me putting a card on the 
door.’ 

“Why? What’s it say?’ 

‘Penal servitude for life. To be watched closely.’ 

They’re crazy, I thought: do they really suppose that this 
ton of bricks falling on my head is going to worry me to the 
point of committing suicide? I am brave and I always shall be 
brave. I'll fight everyone and everything. I'll start right away, 
tomorrow. 

As I drank my coffee the next day I wondered whether I 
should appeal. What was the point? Should I have any better 
luck coming up before another court? And how much time 
would it waste? A year: maybe eighteen months. And all for 
what — getting twenty years instead of life? 

As I had thoroughly made up my mind to escape, the number 
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of years did not count: I remembered what a sentenced prisoner 
had said to an assize judge. ‘Monsieur, how many years does 
penal servitude for life last in France?’ 

I paced up and down my cell. [ had sent one wire to comfort 
my wife and another to a sister who, alone against the world, 
had done her best to defend her brother. It was over: the curtain 
had fallen. My people must suffer more than me, and far away 
in the country my poor father would find it very hard to bear 
so heavy a cross. 

Suddenly my breath stopped: but I was innocent! I was 
indeed; but for whom? Yes, who was I innocent for? I said to 
myself, above all don’t you ever arse about telling people 
you’re innocent: you’ll only get laughed at. Getting life on 
account of a ponce and then saying it was somebody else that 
took him apart would be too bleeding comic. Just you keep 
your trap shut. 

All the time I had been inside waiting for trial, both at the 
Santé and the Conciergerie, it had never occurred to me 
that I could possibly get a sentence like this, so I had never 
really thought about what ‘going down the drain’ might be 
like. 

All right. The first thing to do was to get in touch with men 
who had already been sentenced, men who might later be 
companions in a break. I picked upon Dega, a guy from Mar- 
seilles. I'd certainly see him at the barber’s. He went there 
every day to get a shave. I asked to go too. Sure enough, when 
I came in I found him standing there with his nose to the wall. 
I saw him just as he was making another man move round 
him so as to have longer to wait for his turn. I got in right 
next to him, shoving someone else aside. Quickly I whispered, 
“You OK, Dega?’ 

‘OK, Papi. I got fifteen years. What about you? They say 
you really copped it.’ 

“Yes: I got life.’ 

“You'll appeal?’ 

‘No. The thing to do is to eat well and to keep fit. Keep 
your strength up. Dega: we’ll certainly need good muscles. 
Are you loaded?’ 

“Yes. I’ve got ten bags* in pounds sterling. And you?’ 

‘No.’ 


* 10,000 francs 
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‘Here’s a tip: get loaded quick. Your counsel was Hubert, 
wasn’t he? He’s a square and he’d never bring you in your 
charger. Send your wife with it, well filled, to Dante’s. Tell 
her to give it to Dominique le Riche and I guarantee it’ll reach 

ou.’ 

‘Ssh. The screw’s watching us.’ 

‘So we’re having a break for gossip, are we?’ asked the 
screw. 

‘Oh, nothing serious,’ said Dega. ‘He’s telling me he’s sick.’ 

“What’s the matter with him? Assizes colic?’ And the fat- 
arsed screw choked with laughter. 

That was life all right. I was on the way down the drain 
already. A place where you how! with laughter, making cracks 
about a boy of twenty-five who has been sentenced for the 
whole of the rest of his life. 

I got the charger. It was a beautifully polished aluminium 
tube that unscrewed exactly in the middle. It had a male half 
and a female half. There was 5,600 francs in new notes inside. 
When it was passed to me I kissed it: yes, I kissed this three- 
and-a-half-inch thumb-thick tube before shoving it into my 
anus. I drew a deep breath so that it should get right up to my 
colon. It was my safe-deposit. They could strip me, make me 
open my legs, make me cough and bend double, but they could 
never find out whether I had anything. It went up very high 
into my big intestine. It was part of me. This was life and 
freedom that I was carrying inside me — the path to revenge. 
For I was thoroughly determined to have my revenge. Indeed, 
revenge was all I thought of. 


It was dark outside. I was alone in the cell. A strong ceiling 
light let the screw see me through the little hole in the door. 
It dazzled me, this light. I laid my folded handkerchief over 
my eyes, for it really hurt. I was lying on a mattress on an 
iron bed — no pillow — and all the details of that horrible trial 
passed through my mind. 

Now at this point perhaps I have to be a little tedious, but 
in order to make the rest of this long tale understandable and 
in order to thoroughly explain what kept me going in my 
struggle I must tell everything that came into my mind at that 
point, everything I really saw with my mind’s eye during those 
first days when I was a man who had been buried alive. 

How was I going to set about things once I had escaped? 


24 


Because now that I possessed my charger I hadn’t a second’s 
doubt that I was going to escape. In the first place I should 
get back to Paris as fast as possible. The first one to kill would 
be Polein, the false witness. Then the two cops in charge of 
the case. But just two cops was not enough: I ought to kill 
the lot. All the cops. Or at least as many as possible. Ah, I 
had the right idea. Once out, I would get back to Paris, I’d 
stuff a trunk with explosive. As much as it would hold. Ten, 
twenty, maybe forty pounds: I wasn’t sure quite how much. 
And I began working out what it would take to kill a great 
many people. 

Dynamite? No, cheddite was better. And why not nitroglyc- 
erine? Right, I’d get advice frora the people inside who knew 
more about it than me. But the cops could really rely upon 
me to provide what was coming to them, and no short measure, 
either. 

I still had my eyes closed, with the handkerchief keeping 
them tight shut. Very clearly I could see the trunk, apparently 
innocent but really crammed with explosives, and the exactly 
set alarm-clock that would fire the detonator. Take care: it had 
to go off at ten in the morning in the assembly room of the 
Police Judiciaire* on the first floor of 36, quai des Orfévres. 
At that moment there would be at least a hundred and fifty 
cops gathered to hear the report and to get their orders. How 
many steps to go up? I mustn’t get it wrong. 

I should have to work out the exact time it would take for 
the trunk to get up from the street to the place where it was 
to explode — work it out to the second. And who was going 
to carry it? OK: I'd get it in by bluff. I’d take a cab to the 
door of the Police Judiciaire and in a commanding voice I’d 
say to the two slops on guard, ‘Take this trunk up to the 
assembly room for me: I'll follow. Tell Commissaire Dupont 
that it’s from Inspecteur chef Dubois, and that I'll be there 
right away.’ 

But would they obey? What if I chanced upon the only two 
intelligent types among all those idiots? In that case it was no 
go. I’d have to find something else. Again and again I racked 
my brains. Deep inside I had no doubt that I should succeed 
in finding some hundred per cent certain way of doing it. 

I got up for a drink of water. All that thinking had given 


* The branch of the police particularly concerned with crime. 
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me a headache. I lay down again without the cloth over my 
eyes: slowly the minutes dropped by. That light, dear God 
above, that light! I wetted the handkerchief and put it on 
again. The cold water felt good, and being heavier now the 
handkerchief fitted better over my eyelids. I would always do 
it that way from now on. 

Those long hours during which I worked out my future 
revenge were so vivid that I could see myself carrying it out 
exactly as though the thing was actually being done. All 
through those nights and even during part of every day, there 
I was, moving about Paris, as though my escape was something 
that had already happened. I was dead certain that I should 
escape and that I should get back to Paris. And of course the 
first thing to do was to square the account with Polein: and 
after him, the cops. And what about the members of the jury? 
Were those bastards to go on living in peace? The poor silly 
bastards must have gone home very pleased with themselves 
for having carried out their duty with a capital D. Stuffed with 
their own importance, they would lord it over their neighbours 
and their drabble-tailed wives, who would have kept supper 
back for them. 

OK. What was I to do about the jurymen? Nothing. They 
were poor dreary half-wits. They were in no way fitted to be 
judges. If one of them was a retired gendarme or a customs- 
man, he would react like a gendarme or a customs-man. And 
if he was a milkman, then he’d act like any other dim-wit 
pedlar. They had gone right along with the public prosecutor 
and he had had no sort of difficulty in bowling them over. 
They weren’t really answerable. So that was settled: I’d do 
them no harm whatsoever. 

As I write these thoughts that came to me so vividly all 
those years ago and that now come crowding back with such 
terrible clarity, I remember how intensely total silence and 
complete solitariness can stimulate an imaginary life, when it 
is inflicted upon a young man shut up in a cell — how it 
can stimulate the imagination before the whole thing turns to 
madness. So intense and vivid a life that a man literally divides 
himself into two people. He takes wing and he quite genuinely 
wanders wherever he feels inclined to go. His home, his father, 
mother, family, his childhood — all the various stages of his 
life. And then even more, there are all those castles in Spain 
that appear in his fertile mind with such an unbelievable vivid- 
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ness that he really comes to believe that he is living through 
everything that he dreams. 

Thirty-six years have passed, and yet recording everything 
that came into my head at that moment of my life does not 
need the slightest effort. 

No: I should do the members of the jury no harm: my pen 
races along. But what about the prosecuting counsel? I must 
not miss him, not at any cost. In any case, I had a ready-made 
recipe for him, straight out of Alexandre Dumas. Just like in 
The Count of Monte Cristo, and the guy they shoved into the 
cellar and let die of hunger. 

As for that lawyer, yes, he was answerable all right. That 
red-robed vulture — there was everything in favour of putting 
him to death in the most hideous manner possible. Yes, that 
was what I should do: after Polein and the cops, I should 
devote my whole time to dealing with this creep. I’d rent a 
villa. It'd have to have a really deep cellar with thick walls 
and a very solid door. If the door wasn’t thick enough I should 
sound-proof it myself with a mattress and tow. Once I had the 
villa ’'d work out his movements and then kidnap him. The 
rings would be all ready in the wall, so I’d chain him up 
straight away. And then which of us was going to have 
fun? 

I had him directly opposite me: under my closed eyelids I 
could see him with extraordinary exactness. Yes, I looked at 
him just as he had looked at me in court. The scene was so 
clear and distinct that I could feel the warmth of his breath 
on my face; for I was very close, face to face, almost touching 
him. His hawk’s eyes were dazzled and terrified by the beam 
of a very powerful headlight I had focused on him. Great drops 
of sweat ran down his red, swollen face. I could hear my 
questions and I listened to his replies. I experienced that 
moment very vividly. 

‘Do you recognize me, you sod? I’m Papillon. Papillon, the 
guy you so cheerfully sent down the line for life. You sweated 
over your books for years and years so as to be a highly 
educated man; you spent your nights doing Roman law and 
all that jazz; you learnt Latin and Greek and you sacrificed 
your youth so as to become a great speaker. Do you think it 
was worth it? Where did it get you, you silly bastard? What 
did it help you do? To work cut new, decent laws for the 
community? To persuade the people that peace is the finest 
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thing on earth? To preach the philosophy of some terrific 
religion? Or even to use your influence, your superior college 
education, to persuade others to be better people or at least 
stop being wicked? Tell me, have you used your knowledge 
to pull men out of the water or to drown them? You’ve never 
helped a soul: you’ve only had one single motive — ambition! 
Up, up. Up the steps of your lousy career. The penal settle- 
ments’ best provider, the unlimited supplier of the executioner 
and the guillotine — that’s your glory. If Deibler* had any 
sense of gratitude he’d send you a case of the best champagne 
every New Year. Isn’t it thanks to you, you bleeding son of 
a bitch, that he’s been able to lop off five or six more heads 
in the past twelve months? Anyhow, now I’m the one that’s 
got you, chained good and hard to this wall. I can just see the 
way you grinned, yes, I can see your triumphant look when 
they read out my sentence after your speech for the pros- 
ecution. It seems only yesterday, and yet it was years ago. 
How many? Ten years? Twenty?’ 

But what was happening to me? Why ten years? Why 
twenty? Get a hold on yourself, Papillon; you’re young, you’re 
strong, and you’ve got five thousand six hundred francs in 
your gut. Two years, yes. I'd do two years out of my life 
sentence, and no more: I swore that to myself. 

Snap out of it, Papillon, you’re going crazy. The silence 
and this cell are driving you out of your mind. I’ve got no 
cigarettes. Finished the last yesterday. I'll start walking. After 
all, I don’t have to have my eyes closed or my handkerchief 
over them to see what goes on. That’s it; I’m on my feet. The 
cell’s four yards long from the door to the wall — this is to 
say five short paces. I began walking, my hands behind my 
back. And I went on again, ‘All right. As I was saying, I can 
see your triumphant look quite distinctly. Well, I’m going to 
change it for you: into something quite different. In one way 

‘it’s easier for you than it was for me. I couldn’t shout out, but 
you can. Shout just as much as you like; shout as loud as you 
like. What am I going to do to you? Dumas’ recipe? Let you 
die of hunger, you sod? No: that’s not enough. To start with 
I’ll just put out your eyes. Eh? You still look triumphant, do 
you? You think that if I put your eyes out at least you’ll have 
the advantage of not seeing me any longer, and that I'll be 


* The executioner in 1932. 
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deprived of the pleasure of seeing the terror in them. Yes, 
you’re right: I mustn’t put them out. At least not right away. 
That’ ll be for later. I’1] cut your tongue out, though, that terrible 
cutting tongue of yours, sharp as a knife; no, sharper — as 
sharp as a razor. The tongue that you prostituted to your splen- 
did career. The same tongue that says pretty things to your 
wife, your kids and your girl-friend. Girl-friend? Boy-friend, 
more likely. Much more likely. You couldn’t be anything but 
a passive, flabby pouffe. That’s right: I must begin by doing 
away with your tongue, because next to your brain that’s what 
does the damage. You see it very well, you know: so well you 
could persuade the jury to answer yes to the questions put to 
them. So well that you could make the cops look like they 
were straight and devoted to their duty: so well that that wit- 
ness’s cock and balls seemed to hold water. So well that those 
twelve bastards thought I was the most dangerous man in 
Paris. If you hadn’t possessed this false, skilful, persuasive 
tongue, so practised at distorting people and facts and things, 
I should still be sitting there on the terrace of the Grand Café 
in the Place Blanche, and I’d never have had to stir. So we’re 
all agreed, then, that I’m going to rip this LOnSNe of yours 
right out. But what'll I do it with?’ 

I paced on and on and on. My head was spinning, but there 
I was, still face to face with him, when suddenly the electricity 
went out and a very faint ray of daylight made its way into 
the cell through the boarded wirdow. 

What? Morning already? Had I spent the whole night with 
my revenge? What splendid hours they had been! How that 
long, long night had flown by! 

Sitting on my bed, I listened. Nothing. The most total 
silence. Now and then a little click at my door. It was the 
warder, wearing slippers so as to make no sound, opening the 
little metal flap and putting his eye to the peep-hole that let 
him see me without my being able to see him. 

The machinery that the Republic of France had thought up 
was now entering its second phase. It was working splendidly: 
in its first run it had wiped out a man that might be a nuisance 
to it. But that was not enough. The man was not to die too 
quickly: he mustn’t manage to get out of it by way of suicide. 
He was wanted. Where would the prison service be if there 
weren’t any prisoners? In the shit. So he was to be watched. 
He had to go off alive to the pena. settlements, where he would 
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provide a living for still more state employees. I heard the 
click again, and it made me smile. 

Don’t you worry, you sod: I shan’t escape. At least not the 
way you’re afraid of — not by suicide. There’s only one thing 
I want, and that’s to keep alive and as fit as possible and to 
leave as soon as I can for that French Guiana where you’re 
sending me, bloody fools that you are: thank God. 

This old warder with his perpetual clicking was a fairy 
godmother in comparison with the screws over there: they 
were no choir-boys, not by any means. I’d always known that; 
for when Napoleon set up the penal settlements and they said 
to him. ‘Who are you going to have to look after these hard 
cases?’ he answered, ‘Harder cases still.’ Afterwards I found 
that the inventor of the penal settlements had not lied. 

Clang clang: an eight-inch-square hole opened in the middle 
of my door. They passed me in coffee and a pound and a half 
of bread. Now I was sentenced I was no longer allowed to 
have things sent in from the restaurant, but if I could pay I 
could still buy cigarettes and a certain amount of food from 
the little canteen. That would last a few days more, then after 
that nothing. The Conciergerie was the stage just before penal 
internment. I smoked a Lucky Strike, enjoying it enormously: 
six francs sixty a packet they cost. I bought two. I was spending 
my Official prison money because soon they would be confis- 
cating it for the costs of the trial. 

Dega sent a little note in my bread to tell me to go to the 
de-lousing centre. “There are three lice in the matchbox.’ I 
took out the matches and I found his fine healthy cooties. I 
knew what it meant. I showed them to the warder so that the 
next day he should send me and all my things, including 
the mattress, to a steam-room where all the parasites would 
be killed — except us, of course. And there the next day I met 
Dega. No warder in the steam-room. We were alone. 

“‘You’re a good guy, Dega. Thanks to you I’ve got my 
charger.’ 

‘It doesn’t bother you?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Every time you go to the latrine, wash it well before you 
put it back.’ 

“Yes. I think it’s completely water-tight. The folded notes 
are perfect, though I’ve had it in this last week.’ 

‘That means it’s all right, then.’ 
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“What do you think you’ll do, Dega?’ 

‘I'm going to pretend to be mad. I don’t want to go to 
Guiana. Ill do maybe eight or ten years here in France. I’ve 
got contacts and I can get five years remission at least.’ 

‘How old are you?’ 

‘Forty-two.’ 

‘Then you’re out of your mind! If you do ten out of your 
fifteen you'll come out an old man. Are you scared of penal?’ 

‘Yes. ’'m not ashamed of saying it to you, Papillon, but 
I’m scared. It’s terrible in Guiana. Eighty per cent mortality 
every year. One convoy takes the place of the last, and each 
convoy has between eighteen hundred and two thousand men. 
If you don’t get leprosy you get yellow fever or one of those 
kinds of dysentery there’s no recovering from, or else con- 
sumption or malaria. And if you escape all that then it’s very 
likely you’ll get murdered for your charger, or else you’ll die 
trying to make a break. Believe me, Papillon, I’m not trying 
to discourage you; but I’ve known a good many lags who’ve 
come back to France after doing short stretches — five to seven 
years — and I know what I’m talking about. They are absolute 
complete bleeding wrecks. They spend nine months of the 
year in hospital; and they say that making a break is nothing 
like what people think — not a piece of cake at all.’ 

‘I believe you, Dega. But I believe in myself, too. I won’t 
waste much time there. That’s something you can be sure of. 
I’m a sailor and I understand the sea, and you can trust me 
when I say I shall make a break very soon. And what about 
you? Can you really see yourself doing ten years hard? Even 
if they do give you five off, which is not at all sure, do you 
really think you could do it without being driven crazy by the 
solitary? Take me now, all alone in that cell with no books, 
no going out, no being able to talk to anyone twenty-four 
hours every god-damned day — it’s not sixty minutes you have 
to count in each hour but six hundred: and even then you’re 
far short of the truth.’ 

‘Maybe. But you’re young and I’m forty-two.’ 

‘Listen, Dega, tell me straight: what is it you’re scared of 
most? The other lags, isn’t it?’ 

‘To tell you straight, Papi, yes it is. Everyone knows I’m a 
millionaire, and there’s no distance between that and cutting 
my throat because they think I’m carrying fifty or a hundred 
thousand on me.’ 
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‘Listen, do you want us to make a pact? You promise me 
not to go crazy and I’ll promise to keep right next to you all 
the time. Each can support the other. I’m strong and I move 
quick: I learnt how to fight when I was a kid and I’m terrific 
with a knife. So as far as the other lags are concerned you can 
rest easy: we'll be respected, and more than that we’ll be 
feared. As for the break, we don’t need anyone else. You’ve 
got cash, I’ve got cash: I know how to use a compass and I 
can sail a boat. What more do you want?’ 

He looked at me hard, right in the eye ... We embraced 
one another. The pact was signed. 

A few moments later the door opened. He went off with 
his pack in one direction and I in the other. We were not very 
far apart and we saw one another from time to time at the 
barber’s or the doctor’s or in chapel on Sundays. 

Dega had been sent down for the business of the phony 
National Defence bonds. A bright forger had produced them 
in a very unusual way: he bleached the five hundred franc 
bonds and overprinted them with the ten thousand franc text, 
absolutely perfectly. As the paper was the same, banks and 
businessmen accepted them just like that. It had been going 
on for years and the government’s financial section was all at 
sea until the day they picked up a character named Brioulet — 
caught him red-handed. 

Louis Dega was sitting there calmly, keeping an eye on his 
bar in Marseilles, where the pick of the southern underworld 
came every night and where the really hard guys from all over 
the world met one another — an international rendezvous. That 
was 1929 and he was a millionaire. Then one night a young, 
pretty, well-dressed woman turned up. She asked for Monsieur 
Louis Dega. 

‘That’s me, Madame. What can I do for you? Come into 
the next room.’ 

‘Look, I’m Brioulet’s wife. He’s in Paris in prison for pass- 
ing forged bonds. I saw him in the visiting-room at the Santé: 
he gave me the address of this bar and told me to come and 
ask you for twenty thousand francs to pay the lawyer.’ 

It was at this point, faced with the danger of a woman who 
knew his part in the business, that Dega, one of the most 
esteemed crooks in France, made the one remark he never 
should have made. ‘Listen, Madame, I don’t know your hus- 
band from Adam, and if you need money, go on the streets. 
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You’re young and pretty and you’! make more than you need.’ 
Furious, the poor woman ran out in tears. She told her husband. 
Brioulet was mad and the next day he told the investigating 
magistrate everything he knew, directly accusing Dega of 
being the man who produced the forged bonds. A team of the 
most intelligent detectives in the country got on to Dega’s 
trail. One month later Dega, the forger, the engraver and eleven 
accomplices were all arrested at the same moment in different 
places and put behind bars. They came up at the Seine Assizes 
and the trial lasted fourteen days. Each prisoner was defended 
by a famous lawyer. Brioulet would never take back a single 
word. And the result was that for a piddling twenty thousand 
francs and a damn-fool crack the biggest crook in France got 
fifteen years hard labour. There he was, ten years older than 
his age, and completely ruined. And this was the man IJ had 
just signed a treaty with — a life and death pact. 

Maitre Raymond Hubert came to see me. He wasn’t very 
pleased with himself. I never uttered a word of blame. 

One, two, three, four, five, about turn ... One, two, three, 
four, five, about turn. It was a good many hours now that I 
had been walking up and down between the door and the 
window of my cell. I smoked: [ felt I was well in control, 
steady-handed and able to cope with anything at all. I promised 
myself not to think about revenge for the time being. Let’s 
leave the prosecuting counsel just there where I left him, 
chained to the rings in the wall, opposite me, without yet 
making up my mind exactly how I’d do him in. 

Suddenly a shriek, a desperate, high-pitched, hideously 
dying shriek made its way through the door of my cell. What 
was it? It was like the sound of a man under torture. But this 
was not the Police Judiciaire. No way of telling what was 
going on. They turned me right tp, those shrieks in the night. 
And what strength they must have had, to pierce through that 
padded door. Maybe it was a lunatic. It’s so easy to go mad 
in these cells where nothing ever gets through to you. I talked 
aloud there all by myself: I said to myself what the hell’s it 
got to do with you? Keep your mind on yourself, nothing but 
yourself and your new side-kick Dega. I bent down, straight- 
ened up and hit myself hard on the chest. It really hurt: so 
everything was all right — the muscles of my arms were work- 
ing perfectly. And what about your legs, man? You can con- 
gratulate them, because you’ ve been walking more than sixteen 
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hours now and you’re not even beginning to feel tired. 

The Chinese discovered the drop of water that falls on your 
head. The French discovered silence. They do away with 
everything that might occupy your mind. No books, no 
paper, no pencil: the heavily-barred window entirely boarded 
up: only a very little light filtering through a few small 
holes. 

That piercing shriek had really shaken me, and I went up 
and down like an animal in a cage, I had the dreadful feeling 
that I had been left there, abandoned by everybody, and that 
I was literally buried alive. I was alone, absolutely alone: the 
only thing that could ever get through to me was a shriek. 

The door opened. An old priest appeared. Suddenly you’re 
not alone: there’s a priest there, standing in front of you. 

‘Good evening, my son. Forgive me for not having come 
before, but I was on holiday. How are you?’ And the good 
old curé walked calmly into the cell and sat right down on 
my pad. ‘Where do you come from?’ 

‘The Ardéche.’ 

‘And your people?’ 

‘Mum died when I was eleven. Dad was very good to me.’ 

“What did he do?’ 

‘School-teacher." 

‘Is he alive?’ 

“Yes.” 

“Why do you speak of him in the past if he is still alive?’ 

‘Because although he’s alive all right, I’m dead.’ 

‘Oh, don’t say that! What did you do?’ 

In a flash I thought how square it would sound to say I was 
innocent: I replied, ‘The police say I killed a man; and if they 
say it, it must be true.’ 

“Was it a tradesman?’ 

‘No. A ponce.’ 

‘And they’ ve sentenced you to hard labour for life for some- 
thing that happened in the underworld? I don’t understand. 
Was it murder?’ 

“No. Manslaughter.’ 

‘My poor boy, it’s unbelievable. What can I do for you? 
Would you like to pray with me?’ 

‘I never had any religious instruction. I don’t know how to 
pray.’ 

‘That doesn’t matter, my son: I'll pray for you. God loves 
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all His children, whether they are christened or not. Repeat 
each word as I say it, won’t you?’ His eyes were so gentle, 
and such kindness beamed from his round face that I was 
ashamed to refuse; and as he had gone down on his knees I 
did the same. ‘Our Father which art in heaven .. .” Tears came 
into my eyes: the dear priest saw them and with his plump 
finger he gathered a big drop as it ran down my cheek. He 
put it to his mouth and drank it. ‘My son,’ he said, ‘these tears 
are the greatest reward God could ever have sent me today, 
and it comes to me through you. Thank you.’ And as he got 
up he kissed me on the forehead. 

We sat there, side by side on the bed again. ‘How long is 
it since you wept?’ 

‘Fourteen years.’ 

“Why fourteen years ago?’ 

‘It was the day Mum died.’ 

He took my hand in his and said, ‘Forgive those who have 
made you suffer so.’ 

I snatched it away and sprang into the middle of my cell — 
an instinctive reaction. ‘Not on your life! I’ll never forgive 
them. And I’ll tell you something, Father. There’s not a day, 
not a night, not an hour or minute when I’m not busy working 
out how I'll kill the guys that sent me here — how, when and 
what with.’ 

“You say that, my son, and you believe it. You’re young, 
very young. As you grow older you’ll give up the thought of 
punishment and revenge.’ Thirty-four years have passed now, 
and I am of his opinion. ‘What can I do for you?’ asked the 
priest again. 

‘A crime, Father.’ 

“What crime?’ 

‘Going to cell 37 and telling Dega to get his lawyer to ask 
for him to be sent to the central prison at Caen — tell him I’ve 
done the same today. We have to get out of the Conciergerie 
quick and leave for one of the centrals where they make up 
the Guiana convoys. Because if you miss the first boat you 
have to wait another two years in solitary before there’s 
another. And when you’ve seen him, Father, will you come 
back here?’ 

“What reason could I give?’ 

“You could say that you forgot your breviary. I'll be waiting 
for the answer.’ 
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‘And why are you in such a hurry to go off to such a hideous 
place as the penal settlement?’ 

I looked at him hard, this great-hearted salesman of the 
good word, and I was certain he would not betray me. ‘So as 
to escape all the sooner, Father.’ 

‘God will help you, my boy, I am sure of it; and I feel that 
you will remake your life. I can see in your eyes that you are 
a decent fellow and that your heart is in the right place. I'll 
go to cell 37 for you. You can expect an answer.’ 

He was back very soon. Dega agreed. The curé left me his 
breviary until the next day. 

What a ray of sunlight that was! Thanks to that dear good 
man my cell was filled with it — all lit up. If God exists why 
does He allow such different sorts of human being on earth? 
Creatures like the prosecuting counsel, the police, Polein — 
and then this chaplain, the chaplain of the Conciergerie? 

That truly good man’s visit set me up, healed me: and it 
was useful, too. Our requests went through quickly and a week 
later there we were, seven of us lined up in the corridor of 
the Conciergerie at four in the morning. All the screws were 
there too, a full parade. 

‘Strip!’ Everybody slowly took off his clothes. It was cold 
and I had goose-pimples. 

‘Leave your things in front of you. About turn. One pace 
backwards.’ And there in front of each of us was a heap of 
clothes. 

‘Dress yourselves.’ The good linen shirt I had been wearing 
a few moments earlier was replaced by a rough undyed canvas 
job and my lovely suit by a coarse jacket and trousers. No 
more shoes: instead of them I put my feet into a pair of wooden 
sabots. Up until then I’d looked like any other ordinary type. 
I glanced at the other six — Jesus, what a shock! No individu- 
ality left at all: they had turned us into convicts in two minutes. 

‘By the right, dress. Forward march!’ With a escort of 
twenty warders we reached the courtyard and there, one after 
another, each man was shoved into a narrow cupboard in the 
cellular van. All aboard for Beaulieu — Beaulieu being the 
name of the prison at Caen, 
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Caen Prison 


The moment we got there we were taken into the governor’s 
office. He was sitting in pomp behind an Empire desk on a 
dais some three feet high. 

‘Shun! The governor is going to speak to you.’ 

‘Prisoners, you are here in transit until you can be sent 
off to the penal settlement. This is not an ordinary prison. 
Compulsory silence all the time: no visits: no letters from 
anyone. You obey or you are broken. There are two doors you 
can go out by. One leads to the penal settlement, if you behave 
well. The other to the graveyarcdl. And just let me tell you 
about bad behaviour: the slightest error will get you sixty days 
in the punishment-cell on bread and water. No one has yet 
survived two consecutive sentences to the black-hole. You get 
my meaning?’ He turned to Pierrot le Fou, who had been 
extradited from Spain. ‘What was your calling in civil life?’ 

‘Bullfighter, Monsieur le Directeur.’ 

The reply infuriated the governor and he bawled out ‘Take 
him away! Double-quick time!’ Before you could blink, the 
bullfighter had been knocked down, clubbed by four or five 
screws and hurried away from us. He could be heard shouting 
“You bastards — five against one. With clubs too, you cowardly 
shits!’ Then an ah like an anima! given its death-wound: and 
nothing more. Only the sound cf something being dragged 
along the concrete floor. 

If we did not get the governor’s meaning after that perform- 
ance we should never get it at all. Dega was next to me. 
He moved one finger, just one, and touched my trousers. I 
understood his signal: ‘Look out for yourself if you want to 
reach Guiana alive.’ Ten minutes later each one of us was in 
a cell in the punishment block -- each one of us except for 
Pierrot le Fou, who had been taken down below ground-level 
to a vile black-hole. 

As luck would have it Dega was in the next cell to mine. 
Before this we had been shown to a kind of red-headed, one- 
eyed ogre, well over six feet tall, with a brand-new bull’s 
pizzle in his right hand. This was the provost, a prisoner who 
acted as torturer under the orders of the screws. He was the 
terror of the convicts. With him at hand the warders could 
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beat and flog the prisoners not only without tiring themselves 
out but also without getting blamed by the authorities in case 
anyone died of it. 

Later, when I was doing a short spell in the hospital, I learnt 
the story of this human brute. The governor really ought to 
have been congratulated on choosing his executioner so well. 
This guy was a quarryman by trade. He lived in a little town 
up in Flanders, and one day he made up his mind to do away 
with himself and to kill his wife at the same time. He used a 
fair-sized stick of dynamite for the job. He lay down next to 
his wife, who was in their bedroom on the second floor of a 
six-storey building. She was asleep. He lit a cigarette and used 
it to light the fuse, holding the stick in his left hand between 
his own head and his wife’s. God-almighty bang. Result: wife 
had to be scooped up with a spoon — she was literally mince- 
meat. Part of the house collapsed, killing three children and a 
seventy-year-old woman. And everybody else in it more or 
less dangerously hurt. As for this Tribouillard, the guy in 
question, he lost some of his left hand (only his little finger 
and half his thumb remaining) and his left eye and ear. His 
head was bashed badly enough to need trepanning. After his 
conviction they made him provost in the punishment block of 
the central prison. This half-maniac had complete power over 
the wretched prisoners who landed up there. 

One, two, three, four, five, about turn ... one, two, three, 
four, five, about turn .. . the unending to-and-fro between the 
door of the cell and the wall had begun. 

You were not allowed to lie down during the daytime. At 
five in the morning everyone was woken by a piercing blast 
on a whistle. You had to get up, make your bed, wash, and 
then either walk about or sit on a stool clamped to the wall. 
You were not allowed to lie down all day long. And to put 
the last touch to the penal system the bed was made to fold 
up against the wall and hook there. That way the prisoner was 
unable to stretch himself out and he could be watched all the 
easier. 

One, two, three, four, five ... fourteen hours of pacing. To 
get into the way of this unceasing, mechanical rhythm you 
have to learn to keep your head down, your hands behind your 
back, and to walk neither too fast nor too slow, paces all the 
same length, turning automatically at each end of the cell, left 
foot one end, right the other. 
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One, two, three, four, five ... The cells were better lit than 
at the Conciergerie and noises from outside could be heard — 
some noises from the punishment block and some that reached 
us from the countryside. At night you could make out the 
whistling or the singing as the farrn-workers went home, happy 
after their cider. 

I had my Christmas present. There was a crack in the plants 
blocking the window and through it I saw the snowy fields 
and a few tall black trees with the full moon lighting them up. 
Anyone would have said it was one of those cards you send 
at Christmas. The trees had been shaken by the wind and they 
had got rid of their covering of snow, so you could distinguish 
them quite clearly. They stood out as great dark patches against 
all the rest. 

It was Christmas for everybody: it was even Christmas in 
one part of the prison. The authorities had made an effort for 
the convicts in transit — we were allowed to buy two bars 
of chocolate. I really mean two bars and not two slabs. My 
1931 Christmas dinner consisted of these two bits of Aigueb- 
elle chocolate. 

One, two, three, four, five ... The Law’s repression had 
turned me into a pendulum: my whole world was this going 
to and fro in a cell. It had been scientifically worked out. 
Nothing, absolutely nothing, was allowed to remain in the cell. 
Above all the prisoner must never be allowed to turn his mind 
to other things. If I were caught looking through that crack in 
the window planks I should be severely punished. And after 
all, weren’t they right, since as far as they were concerned I 
was merely a living corpse? What right had I to delight in the 
landscape? 

There was a butterfly, a pale blue butterfly with a little black 
stripe, flying close to the window, and a bee humming not far 
from the butterfly. What on earth were they looking for in this 
place? They seemed to have gone out of their wits at the sight 
of the winter sun: unless maybe they were cold and wanted 
to get into the prison. A butterfly in winter is something that 
has come to life again. How come it wasn’t dead? And how 
come that bee had left its hive? What a nerve — if only they 
had known it — to come here! Fortunately the provost had no 
wings, or they wouldn’t be alive for long. 

This Tribouillard was a bleeding sadist and I had a strong 
feeling there would be trouble with him. I wasn’t wrong either, 
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more’s the pity. The day after those lovely insects came to 
see me I reported sick. I couldn’t bear it any more — the 
loneliness was smothering me and I had to see a face and hear 
a voice, even an unpleasant one. For it would still be a voice; 
and something I just had to hear. 

Stark naked in the icy corridor I stood there facing the wall, 
my nose three inches from it: I was the last but one in a line 
of eight, and I was waiting my turn to go in front of the doctor. 
I had wanted to see people: and I succeeded all right! The 
provost caught us just as I was whispering a few words to 
Julot, the one they called the hammer-man. The red-headed 
maniac’s reaction was appalling. He half knocked me out with 
a punch on the back of my head, and as I’d not seen the 
blow coming my nose went smash against the wall. The blood 
spurted out, and as I got up — for I had fallen — I shook myself, 
trying to grasp what had happened. I made a faint movement 
of protest. That was the very thing the huge brute had been 
waiting for and with a kick in the belly he flattened me again 
and started flogging me with his bull’s pizzle. Julot couldn’t 
bear this. He jumped on him and a frightful dog-fight began: 
as Julot was getting the worst of it the warders stood calmly 
looking on. I got up. No one took any notice of me. I glanced 
round to see whether I could see anything to use as a weapon. 
Suddenly I saw the doctor leaning over his armchair in his 
surgery, trying to make out what was going on in the corridor: 
and at the same moment I caught sight of a saucepan-lid rising 
under the push of the steam. The big enamel saucepan was 
sitting on a stove that warmed the doctor’s room. The steam 
was meant to purify the air, no doubt. 

Then, moving very fast, I caught the pot by the handles — 
it burnt but I didn’t drop it — and in one swing I flung all the 
boiling water into the provost’s face. He was so busy with 
Julot he never saw me coming. The big bastard uttered a 
hideous, tearing shriek. He had really copped it. There he was 
writhing on the ground, trying to tear off his three woollen 
vests, one after the other. When at last he got to the third his 
skin came off with it. It was a narrow-necked vest and as he 
ripped it off the skin of his chest, part of the skin of his neck 
and all on his cheek came too, sticking to the wool. His one 
eye had been scalded as well, and he was blind. At last he got 
up, hideous, oozing with blood, flayed; and Julot took advan- 
tage of it to give him a terrible kick right in the balls. The 
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huge brute went down, vomiting and frothing at the mouth. 
He was finished. As for us, we lost nothing by waiting for what 
was coming to us. The two warders who had been watching this 
performance hadn’t the guts to tackle us. They sounded the 
alarm for reinforcements. They came in from all sides and the 
truncheon-blows rained down on us thick as hail. I had the 
luck to be knocked out very early, which prevented me from 
feeling much. 

I woke up two storeys lower down, stark naked, in a flooded 
black-hole. Slowly I came to. I ran my hand all over my aching 
body. There were at least fourteen or fifteen lumps on my 
head. What was the time? I couldn’t tell. Down here there was 
neither night nor day: no light of any kind. I heard a knocking 
on the wall, a knocking that came from a great way off. 

Thump, thump, thump, thump. thump. This knocking was 
how we communicated with each other. I had to knock twice 
if I wanted to answer. Knock: but what with? In the darkness 
I couldn’t make out anything I could use. Fists were no good 
— their blows were not sharp or distinct enough. I moved over 
to where I imagined the door was, for it was a little less dark 
over there. I came up hard against bars I had not seen. Reaching 
out in the darkness I came to understand that the cell was 
closed by a door about a yard from me, and that these bars I 
was touching prevented me from getting to it. This way, when 
anyone wants to go into a dangerous prisoner’s cell he is in 
no danger of being touched, because the prisoner is in a cage. 
You can talk to him, soak him, throw his food in and insult 
him without the least risk. But there’s this advantage — he 
can’t be hit without danger, because in order to hit him you 
have to open the bars. 

From time to time the knocking was repeated. Who could 
it be that was calling me? The guy deserved to be answered, 
because he was running a diabolical risk if he was caught. As 
I moved about I very nearly carne down on my face. I had 
trodden on something hard and round. I felt for it: a wooden 
spoon. I grabbed it and got ready to answer. I waited there, 
with my ear hard up against the wall. Thump, thump, thump, 
thump, pause: thump, thump. Thump-thump, I replied. These 
two knocks meant to the man the other end, Go ahead, I’m 
taking the call. The knocking began again: thump, thump, 
thump ... The alphabet ran by quickly -abcdefghijk 
lmnop: stop. He was stopping at the letter p. I struck one 
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hard blow. Thump. So he knew I had got the letter. Then came 
an a, a p, an i, and so on. He was saying, ‘Papi, you OK? 
You got it bad. I have a broken arm.’ It was Julot. 

We talked to one another in this way for more than two hours 
without worrying about being caught. We were absolutely 
delighted, exchanging our messages. I told him I had nothing 
broken, that my head was covered with lumps, but that I was 
not wounded anywhere. 

He had seen me going down, dragged by one foot, and he 
told me that at each stair my head had banged on the step 
before. He had never lost consciousness. He thought that Tri- 
bouillard had been very seriously scalded and that with the 
help of the wool the burns had gone deep — he was not going 
to get over it in a hurry. 

Three very fast, repeated knocks told me there was some- 
thing up. I stopped. And indeed a few moments later the door 
opened. There was a shout, ‘Get to the back, you sod! Get to 
the back of your cell and stand to attention.’ It was the new 
provost speaking. ‘Batton’s my name, my real name. I’ve got 
the name of the job, you see.’ He lit up the black-hole and 
my naked body with a big ship’s lantern. ‘Here’s something 
to put on. Don’t you stir from back there. Here’s some bread 
and water.* Don’t stuff it all down at one go: you won’t get 
anything more for another twenty-four hours.’ 

He shouted at me like a brute and then he raised the lantern 
to his face. I saw he was smiling, but not wickedly. He laid 
a finger on his lips and pointed at the things he had left. There 
must have been a warder in the passage, but he wanted to 
make me understand he was not an enemy. 

True enough, inside the hunk of bread I found a big piece 
of boiled meat and in the pocket of the trousers — Christ, what 
wealth! — a packet of cigarettes and a dry lighter — a tinder 
lighter with a bit of tinderwick in it. Presents like this were 
worth millions here. Two shirts instead of one, and woollen 
drawers that came down to my ankles. I’ll never forget him, 
that Batton. He was rewarding me for having wiped out Tribou- 
illard. Before the dust-up he had only been assistant-provost. 
Now, thanks to me, he had risen to be the great man himself. 
In a word, he owed his promotion to me and he was showing 
his gratitude. And because we were safe with Batton, Julot 


* | Ib. of bread and one-and-three-quarter pints of water. 
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and I sent one another telegrams all day long. I learnt from 
him that our departure for the penal settlement was no great 
way off — three or four months. 

Two days later we were brought out of the punishment cells 
and taken up to the governor’s office, two warders to each of 
us. There were three men sitting there opposite the door, behind 
a table. It was a kind of court. The governor acted as president, 
and the deputy-governor and chief warders as assessors. 

‘Ah-ha, my young friends, so here you are! What have you 
got to say?’ 

Julot was very white and his eves were swollen: he certainly 
had a temperature. His arm had been broken three days ago, 
and he must have been in shocking pain. Quietly he said, ‘My 
arm’s broken.’ F 

“You asked for it. That’ll teach you to fly at people. You’ll 
see the doctor when he comes. I hope it will be within a week. 
The waiting will be good for you, because the pain will perhaps 
be a lesson. But you don’t think I’m going to send for a doctor 
especially for a fellow like you? You can just wait until the 
prison doctor has time to come. and he will look after you. 
But nevertheless I sentence you both to the black-hole until 
further orders.’ 

Julot looked full at me, right in the eye. He seemed to be 
saying, ‘This well-dressed gent disposes of other people’s lives 
very easily.’ 

I turned towards the governor again and looked at him. He 
thought I meant to speak. He said, ‘And what about you? The 
sentence doesn’t seem to be to your liking? Have you anything 
to say against it?’ 

I said, ‘Absolutely nothing, Monsieur le Directeur. The only 
thing I feel is an urge to spit in your eye; but I don’t like to 
do so, in case it should dirty my spit.’ 

He was taken aback, he reddened and for a moment he 
couldn’t grasp what I’d said. But the chief warder grasped it 
all right. He roared at the screws, “Take him out and look after 
him properly. I want to see him here again in an hour’s time, 
begging pardon on his hands and knees. We’ll tame him! I'll 
make him polish my boots with his tongue, soles and all. Don’t 
be lenient with him — he’s all yours.’ 

Two warders twisted my right arm, two others my left. 
I was flat on my face with my hands right up against my 
shoulder-blades. They put on handcuffs with a thumb-piece, 
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fixing my left forefinger to the thumb of my right hand, and 
the top warder picked me up by the hair like an animal. 

There’s no point telling you what they did to me. I'l] just 
say I had the handcuffs on behind my back for eleven days. 
I owed my life to Batton. Every day he tossed the regulation 
hunk of bread into my cell, but since I couldn’t use my hands 
it was impossible to eat it. Even when I had it wedged up 
against the bars I couldn’t manage to bite into the lump. But 
Batton also tossed in bits the size of a mouthful, and he tossed 
in enough to keep me alive. I heaped them up with my foot 
and flat on my belly I ate them like a dog. I chewed each bit 
very thoroughly, so as not to lose anything at all. 

When they took the handcuffs off me on the twelfth day 
the steel had eaten in, and in some places the metal was covered 
with bruised flesh. The head warder got scared, particularly 
as I fainted away with the pain. After they had brought me 
round they took me to the hospital, where they cleaned me up 
with hydrogen peroxide. The attendant insisted on my being 
given an anti-tetanus shot. My arms had stiffened and could 
not go back to their natural position. It took more than half 
an hour of rubbing them with camphorated oil before I could 
bring them down to my sides. 

I went back to the black-hole, and the chief warder, seeing 
the eleven hunks of bread, said, ‘You can have a proper ban- 
quet now! But it’s funny — you haven’t got all that thin after 
eleven days of starving.’ 

‘I drank plenty of water, chief.’ 

‘Ah, so that’s it. I get you. Well, now eat plenty to get your 
strength back.’ And he went away. 

The poor bloody half-wit! He said that because he was sure 
I hadn’t eaten anything for eleven days and because if I stuffed 
myself all at once I should die of it. Not bleeding likely. 
Towards nightfall Batton sent me in some tobacco and ciga- 
rette-paper. I smoked and smoked, breathing out into the cen- 
tral-heating pipe — it never worked, of course, but at least it 
served that purpose. 

Later I called up Julot. He too thought I had eaten nothing 
for eleven days and he advised me to go easy. I did not like 
to let him know the truth, because I was afraid of some bastard 
picking up the message. His arm was in plaster; he was in 
good form; he congratulated me on holding out. According to 
him the convoy was close at hand. The medical orderly had 
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told him the shots the convicts were to be given before they 
left had already arrived. They usually came a month before 
the convoy left. Julot wasn’t very cautious, for he also asked 
me whether I had managed to keep my charger. 

Yes, I had kept it all right, but I can’t describe what I had 
had to do not to lose it. There were some cruel wounds in my 
anus. 

Three weeks later they took us out of the punishment cells. 
What was up? They gave us a marvellous shower with soap 
and hot water. I felt myself coming to life again. Julot was 
laughing like a child and Pierrot le Fou beamed all over himself 
with happiness. 

Since we had come straight out of the black-hole we knew 
nothing about what was happening. The barber wouldn’t 
answer when I whispered, ‘What’s up?’ A wicked-looking 
character I didn’t know said, ‘I think we’re amnestied from 
the punishment cells. Maybe they’re scared of an inspector 
who’s coming by. The great thing is they have to show us 
alive.’ Each of us was taken to an ordinary cell. At noon, as 
I ate my first bowl of hot soup for forty-three days, I found a 
bit of wood. On it I read ‘Leave in a week’s time. Shots 
tomorrow.’ 

Who had sent it? I never knew. It must have been some 
convict who was decent enough to give us warning. He knew 
that if one of us knew it we all should. It was just chance that 
the message came to me. I called Julot right away and told 
him. ‘Pass it on,’ I said. 

I heard telephoning all night Jong. As for me, once I’d sent 
it out I stopped. I was too comfortable in my bed. I didn’t 
want any sort of trouble. And the prospect of going back to 
the black-hole didn’t attract me: at all. Today less than any 
other time. 
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Second Exercise-Book 
On the way to Guiana 


Saint-Martin-de-Ré 


That evening Batton sent me in three cigarettes and a piece 
of paper that read, ‘Papillon, I know you’ll remember me 
kindly when you go. I’m provost, but I try to hurt the prisoners 
as little as possible. I took the job because I’ve got nine chil- 
dren and I can’t wait for a pardon. I’m going to try to earn it 
without doing too much harm. Good-bye. Good luck. The 
convoy is for the day after tomorrow.’ 

And in fact the next day they assembled us in the corridor 
of the punishment-block in groups of thirty. Medical orderlies 
from Caen gave us shots against tropical diseases. Three shots 
for each man, and three and a half pints of milk. Dega was 
close to me: he looked thoughtful. We no longer paid any 
attention to the rules of silence for we knew they couldn’t put 
us in the punishment cell just after having our injections. We 
gossiped in an undertone right there in front of the screws, 
who dared not say anything because of the orderlies from the 
town. 

Dega said to me, “Are they going to have enough cellular 
vans to take us all in one go?’ 

‘I don’t think so.’ 

‘It’s a good way off. Saint-Martin-de-Ré, and if they take 
sixty a day, it'll last ten days, because we’re close on six 
hundred here alone.’ 

‘The great thing is to have the injections. That means you’re 
on the list and soon you’ll be in Guiana. Keep your chin up, 
Dega: the next stage is beginning now. Count on me, just as 
I count on you.’ 

He looked at me, his eyes shining with pleasure; he put his 
hand on my arm and once again he said, ‘Life or death, Papi.’ 

There was nothing really much to say about the convoy, 
except that each man very nearly stifled in his little cupboard 
in the cellular van. The warders wouldn’t let us have any air, 
not even by letting the doors stand just ajar. When we reached 
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La Rochelle two of the people in our van were found dead, 
asphyxiated. 

There were people standing around on the quay — for Saint- 
Martin-de-Ré is an island and we had to take a boat to cross 
— and they saw those two poor unfortunate bastards being 
found. Not that they showed feelings of any sort for us, I may 
add. And since the gendarmes had to hand us over at the 
citadel, living or dead, they loaded the corpses on to the boat 
along with the rest of us. 

It was not a long crossing, but it gave us a real breath of 
sea-air. I said to Dega, ‘It smells of a break.” He smiled. And 
Julot, next to us, said, ‘Yes. It smells of a break. I’m on my 
way back to the place I escaped from five years ago. Like a 
silly bastard I let myself be picked up just as I was on the 
point of carving up the fence who’d done the Judas on me at 
the time of my little trouble ten years ago. Let’s try and stay 
together, because at Saint-Martin they put you ten to a cell in 
any old order, just as you come to hand.’ 

He’d got that one wrong, brother Julot. When we got there 
he and two others were called out and set apart from the 
rest. They were three men who had got away from the penal 
settlement: they had been retaken in France and now they were 
going back for the second time. 

Grouped ten by ten in our cells, we began a life of waiting. 
We were allowed to talk and smoke, and we were very well 
fed. The only danger during this period was for your charger. 
You could never tell why, but suddenly you would be called 
up, stripped and very carefully searched. The whole of your 
body first, even the soles of your feet, and then all your clothes. 
‘Get dressed again!’ And back you went to where you came 
from. 

Cells: dining-hall: the courtyard where we spent hours and 
hours marching in single file. ‘Left, right! Left, right! Left, 
right!’ We marched in groups of five hundred convicts. A 
long, long crocodile; wooden shoes going clack-clack. Com- 
pulsory total silence. Then, ‘Fall out!’ Everyone would sit 
down on the ground, forming groups according to class or 
status. First came the men of the genuine underworld: with 
them it scarcely mattered where you came from, and there were 
Corsicans, men from Marseilles, Toulouse, Brittany, Paris and 
so on. There was even one froxn the Ardéche, and that was 
me. I must say this for the Ardéche — there were only two 
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Ardéchois in the whole convoy of one thousand nine hundred 
men, a gamekeeper who had killed his wife, and me. Which 
proves that the Ardéchois are good guys. The other groups 
came together more or less anyhow, because more flats than 
sharps go to the penal settlements, more squares than wide 
boys. These days of waiting were called observation days. And 
it was true enough they observed us from every possible angle. 

One afternoon I was sitting in the sun when a man came 
up to me. A little man, spectacled, thin. I tried to place him, 
but with our clothing all being the same it was very difficult. 

“You’re the one they call Papillon?’ He had a very strong 
Corsican accent. 

‘That’s right. What do you want with me?’ 

‘Come to the latrine,’ he said. And he went off. 

‘That guy,’ said Dega, ‘he’s some square from Corsica. A 
mountain bandit, for sure. What can he possibly want with 
you?’ 

‘I’m going to find out.’ 

I went towards the latrines in the middle of the courtyard 
and when I got there I pretended to piss. The man stood next 
to me, in the same attitude. Without looking round he said, 
‘I’m Pascal Matra’s brother-in-law. In the visiting-room he 
told me to come to you if I needed help — to come in his 
name.’ 

“Yes: Pascal’s a friend of mine. What do you want?’ 

‘I can’t keep my charger in any more. I’ve got dysentery. 
I don’t know who to trust and I’m afraid it’ll be stolen or the 
screws will find it. Please, Papillon, please carry it for me a 
few days.’ And he showed me a charger much bigger than 
mine. I was afraid he was setting a trap — asking me to find 
out whether I was carrying one myself. If I said I was not sure 
I could hold two, he’d know. Without any expression I said, 
‘How much has it got in it?’ 

‘Twenty-five thousand francs.’ 

Without another word I took the charger — it was very clean, 
too — and there in front of him I shoved it up, wondering 
whether a man could hold two. I had no idea. I stood up, 
buttoned my trousers . .. it was all right. It did not worry me. 

‘My name’s Ignace Galgani,’ he said, before going. “Thanks, 
Papillon.’ 

I went back to Dega and privately I told him about what 
had happened. 
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‘It’s not too heavy?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Let’s forget it then.’ 

We tried to get in touch with men who were being sent 
back after having made a break: Julot or Guittou, if possible. 
We were eager for information -- what it was like over there, 
how you were treated, how you ought to set about things so 
as to be left paired with a friend, and so on. As luck would 
have it we chanced upon a very odd guy, a case entirely on 
his own. He was a Corsican who had been born in the penal 
settlement. His father had been a warder there, living with his 
mother on the Isles du Salut. He had been born on the Ile 
Royale, one of the three — the others are Saint-Joseph and 
Devil’s Island. And (irony of fate!) he was on his way back, 
not as a warder’s son but as a convict. 

He had copped twelve years for housebreaking. Nineteen: 
frank expression and open face. Both Dega and I saw at once 
that he had been sold down the river. He only had a vague 
notion of the underworld; but he would be useful to us because 
he could let us know about what was in store. He told us all 
about life on the islands, where he had lived for fourteen years. 
For example, he told us that his nurse on the islands had been 
a convict, a famous tough guy who had been sent down after 
a knife-fight in Montmartre, a duel for the love of the beautiful 
Casque d’Or. He gave us some very valuable advice — you 
had to make your break on the mainland, because on the islands 
it was no go at all: then again you mustn’t be listed dangerous, 
because with that against your name you would scarcely step 
ashore at Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni before they shut you right 
away — interned you for a certain number of years or for life, 
according to how bad your label was. Generally speaking, less 
than five per cent of the convicts were interned on the islands. 
The others stayed on the mainland. The islands were healthy, 
but (as Dega had already told me) the mainland was a right 
mess that gradually ate the heart out of you with all sorts of 
diseases, death in various shapes, murder, etc. 

Dega and I hoped not to be interned on the islands. But 
there was a hell of a feeling there in my throat — what if I had 
been labelled dangerous? What: with my lifer, the business 
with Tribouillard and that other one with the governor, I’d be 
lucky to get away with it. 

One day a rumour ran through the prison — don’t go to the 


49 


sick-bay whatever happens, because everybody who is too 
weak or too ill to stand the voyage is poisoned. It was certainly 
all balls. And indeed a Parisian, Francis la Passe, told us there 
was nothing in it. There had been a type who died of poison 
there, but Francis’ own brother, who worked in the sick-bay, 
explained just what had happened. 

The guy had killed himself. He was one of the top safebreak- 
ing specialists, and it seems that during the war he had burgled 
the German embassy in Geneva or Lausanne for the French 
Intelligence. He had taken some very important papers and 
had given them to the French agents. The police had brought 
him out of prison, where he was doing five years, specially 
for this job. And ever since 1920 he had lived quietly, just 
operating once or twice a year. Every time he was picked up 
he brought out his little piece of blackmail and the Intelligence 
people hurriedly stepped in. But this time it hadn’t worked. 
He’d got twenty years and he was to go off with us. So as to 
miss the boat he had pretended to be sick and had gone into 
hospital. According to Francis la Passe’s brother a tablet of 
cyanide had put paid to his capers. Safe deposits and the 
Intelligence Service could sleep in peace. 

The courtyard was full of stories, some true, some false. 
We listened to them in either case — it passed the time. 

Whenever I went to the latrines, either in the courtyard or 
in the cell, Dega had to go with me, on account of the chargers. 
He stood in front of me while I was at it and shielded me 
from over-inquisitive eyes. A charger is a bleeding nuisance 
at any time, but I had two of the things still, for Galgani was 
getting sicker and sicker. And there was a mystery about the 
whole affair: the charger I shoved up last always came out 
last, and the first always first. ’'ve no idea how they turned 
about in my guts, but that’s how it was. 

At the barber’s yesterday someone had a go at murdering 
Clousiot while he was being shaved. Two knife-stabs right 
next to his heart. By some miracle he didn’t die. I heard about 
the whole thing from a friend of his. It was an odd story and 
I'll tell it one day. The attack was by way of settling accounts. 
The man who nearly got him died six years after this at Cay- 
enne, having eaten bichromate of potassium in his lentils. He 
died in frightful agony. The attendant who helped the doctor 
at the post-mortem brought us five inches of gut. It had seven- 
teen holes in it. Two months later this man’s murderer was 
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found strangled in his hospital bed. We never knew who by. 

It was twelve days now that we had been at Saint-Martin-de- 
Ré. The fortress was crammed to overflowing. Sentries 
patrolled on the ramparts night and day. 

A fight broke out between two brothers, in the showers. 
They fought like wild-cats and one of them was put into our 
cell. André Baillard was his name. He couldn’t be punished, 
he told me, because it was the authorities’ fault: the screws 
had been ordered not to let the brothers meet on any account 
whatsoever. When you knew their story, you could see why. 

André had murdered an old woman with some money, and 
his brother Emile hid the proceeds. Emile was shopped for 
theft and got three years. One day, when he was in the punish- 
ment cell with some other men, he let the whole thing out: he 
was mad with his brother for not sending him in money for 
cigarettes and he told them everything — he’d get André, he 
said; and he explained how it was André who had done the 
old woman in and how it was he, Emile, who had hidden the 
money. What’s more, he said, when he got out he wouldn’t 
give André a sou. A prisoner hurried off to tell the governor 
what he had heard. Things moved fast. André was arrested 
and the two brothers were sentenced to death. In death alley 
at the Santé their condemned cells were next door to one 
another. Each put in for a reprieve. Emile’s was granted the 
forty-third day, but André’s was turned down. Yet out of 
consideration for André’s feelings Emile was kept in the con- 
demned cell and the two brothers did their daily exercise 
together, the one behind the other, with chains on their legs. 

On the forty-sixth day at half-past four in the morning 
André’s door opened. They were all there, the governor, the 
registrar and the prosecuting counsel who had asked for his 
head. This was the execution. But just as the governor stepped 
forward to speak André’s lawyer appeared, running, followed 
by someone else who handed the prosecutor a paper. Everyone 
went back into the corridor. André’s throat was so tight and 
stiff he couldn’t swallow his spit. This wasn’t possible — 
executions were never interrupted once they had begun. And 
yet this one was. Not until the next day, after hours of dreadful 
doubt, did he hear from his lawyer that just before his execution 
President Doumer had been murdered by Gorguloff. But 
Doumer hadn’t died right away. The lawyer had stood there 
all night outside the hospital, having told the Minister of Justice 
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that if the President died before the time of the execution 
(between half-past four and five in the morning) he would call 
for a postponement on the grounds that there was no head of 
state. Doumer died at two minutes past four. Just time to warn 
the ministry, jump into a cab, followed by the man with the 
order for putting it off; but he got there three minutes too late 
to stop them opening André’s door. The two brothers’ sen- 
tences’ were commuted to transportation and hard labour for 
life: for on the day of the new president’s election the lawyer 
went to Versailles, and as soon as Albert Lebrun was chosen, 
the lawyer handed him the petition for a reprieve. No president 
ever refuses the first reprieve he is asked for. ‘Lebrun signed,’ 
said André, ‘and here I am, mate, alive and well, on my way 
to Guiana.’ I looked at this character who had escaped the 
guillotine and I said to myself that in spite of all I had gone 
through it was nothing to what he must have suffered. 

Yet I never made friends with him. The idea of his killing 
a poor old woman to rob her made me feel sick. This André 
was always a very lucky man. He murdered his brother on the 
Ile Saint-Joseph some time later. Several convicts saw him. 
Emile was fishing, standing there on a rock and thinking about 
nothing but his rod. The noise of the heavy waves drowned 
every other sound. André crept up on his brother from behind 
with a thick ten-foot bamboo in his hand and shoved him off 
his balance with a single push. The place was stiff with sharks 
and precious soon Emile had become their lunch. He wasn’t 
there at the evening roll-call and he was put down as having 
disappeared during an attempt to escape. No one talked about 
him any more. Only four or five convicts gathering coconuts 
high up on the island had seen what happened. Everyone knew, 
of course, except for the screws. André Baillard never heard 
another word about it. 

He was let out of internment for ‘good conduct’ and he had 
a privileged status at Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni. They gave him 
a little cell to himself. He had a disagreement with another 
convict and one day he treacherously asked him into this cell: 
there he killed him with a stab right to the heart. They wore 
his plea of self-defence and he was acquitted. Then, when 
the penal settlement was abolished, he was pardoned, still on 
account of his ‘good conduct’. 

Saint-Martin-de-Ré was stuffed with prisoners. Two quite 
different sorts: eight hundred or a thousand real convicts and 
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nine relégués — men in preventive detention. To be a convict 
you have to have done something serious or at least to have 
been accused of an important crime. The mildest sentence is 
seven years hard labour and then it goes up by stages to 
life, or perpetuity, as they say. A commuted death-sentence 
automatically means perpetuity. Preventive detention, or rel- 
egation, that’s something quite different. If he’s sentenced 
from three to seven times, a man can be relegated. It’s true 
they’re all incorrigible thieves and you can see that society 
has to protect itself. But still it’s shameful that a civilized 
nation should have this extra sentence of preventive detention. 
They are small-time thieves — clumsy operators, since they are 
shopped so often — who get relegation (and in my time that 
meant the same as life) and who have never stolen as much 
as ten thousand francs in their whole career as thieves. That’s 
the greatest bit of meaningless balls French civilization has to 
offer. A nation has no right to revenge itself nor to wipe out 
the people who hinder the workings of society. They are people 
who ought to be treated rather than be punished in such an 
inhuman way. 

Now we had been seventeen days at Saint-Martin-de-Ré. 
We knew the name of the ship that was to carry us to the 
settlement: she was the Martiniére. She was going to take one 
thousand eight hundred and seventy prisoners aboard. That 
morning eight or nine hundred cyynvicts were assembled in the 
inner court of the fortress. We had been standing there for 
about an hour, lined up in ranks of ten, filling the square. A 
gate opened and in came men who were not dressed like the 
warders we were used to. They wore good, military kind of 
clothes: sky-blue. It wasn’t the same as a gendarme and it 
wasn’t the same as a soldier. They each had a broad belt with 
a holster; the revolver grip showed. There were about eighty 
of them. Some had stripes. They were all sunburnt and they 
were of any age between thirty-five and fifty. The old ones 
looked pleasanter than the young, who threw a chest and 
looked important — gave themselves airs. Along with these 
men’s officers there came the governor of Saint-Martin-de-Ré, 
a gendarmerie colonel, three or four quacks in overseas army 
uniform and two priests in white cassocks. The gendarmerie 
colonel picked up a speaking-trumpet and put it to his mouth. 
We expected shun! but nothing of the kind. He said, ‘Listen 
carefully, all of you. From this moment on you are taken over 
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by the authorities of the Ministry of Justice, representing the 
penitentiary administration of French Guiana, whose adminis- 
trative centre is the town of Cayenne. Major Barrot, I hereby 
hand over to you the eight hundred and sixteen convicts now 
present, and this is the list of their names. Be so good as to 
check that they are all here.’ 

The roll-call began straight away. ‘So-and-so, present. 
So-and-so...’ etc. It lasted two hours and everything was 
correct. Then we watched the two authorities exchanging sig- 
natures on a little table brought for the purpose. 

Major Barrot hacl as many stripes as the colonel, but they 
were gold and not the gendarmerie’s silver: he took his turn 
at the megaphone. 

‘Transportees, from now on that is the name you’ll always 
be called by — transportee so-and-so or transportee such-and- 
such a number — the number that will be allotted to you. From 
now on you are under the special penal settlement laws and 
regulations: you come under its own particular tribunals which 
will take the necessary decision with regard to you as the case 
arises. For crimes committed in the penal settlement these 
courts can condemn you to anything from imprisonment to 
death. These disciplinary sentences, such as prison or solitary 
confinement, are of course served in different establishments 
that belong to the administration. The officers you see opposite 
you are called supervisors. When you speak to them you will 
say ‘‘Monsieur le surveillant’’. After you have eaten you will 
be given a kitbag containing the settlement uniform. Every- 
thing has been provided for and you will not need anything 
but what is in the bag. Tomorrow you will go aboard the 
Martiniére. We shall travel together. Don’t lose heart at leaving 
this country: you will be better off in the settlement than in 
solitary confinement in France. You can talk, amuse your- 
selves, sing and smoke; and you needn’t be afraid of being 
treated roughly so Jong as you behave yourselves. I ask you 
to leave the settling of your private disagreements until we 
reach Guiana. During the voyage discipline has to be very 
strict, as I hope you will understand. If there are any men 
among you who don’t feel up to making the voyage, they may 
report to the infirmary, where they will be examined by the 
medical officers who are accompanying the convoy. I wish 
you all a pleasant trip.” The ceremony was over. 

‘Well, Dega, what do you think about it?’ 
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‘Papillon, old cock, I see I was right when I told you that 
the other convicts were the worst danger we’d have to cope 
with. That piece of his about “‘leave the settling of your private 
disagreements until we reach Guiana’’ meant plenty. Christ, 
what killings and murdering must go on there!’ 

‘Never worry about that: just rely on me.’ 

I found Francis la Passe and said, ‘Is your brother still a 
medical attendant?’ 

“Yes. He’s not a real convict, only a bleeding relégué.’ 

‘Get into touch with him as quick as possible: ask him to 
give you a scalpel. If he wants money for it, tell me how 
much. I'll pay.’ 

Two hours later I had a very strong steel-handled scalpel. 
Its only fault was that it was rather big; but it was a formidable 
weapon. 

I went and sat very near the latrines in the middle of the 
courtyard and I sent for Galgani to give him back his charger; 
but it was going to be very hard to find him in that milling 
crowd — a huge yard crammed with eight hundred men. We 
had never caught sight of Julot, Guittou or Suzini since we 
got there. 

The advantage of communal life is that you belong to a new 
society, if this could be called a society — you live in it, talk 
in it, become part of it. There are so many things to say, to 
hear and to do that you no longer have any time to think. And 
it seemed to me, as I saw how ‘he past faded away, growing 
less important in comparison with everyday life, it seemed to 
me that once you got to the penal settlkement you must almost 
forget what you have been, how or why you had landed up 
there, and concentrate upon one thing alone — escape. I was 
wrong, because the most important and most engrossing thing 
is above all to keep yourself alive. 

Where were the cops, the members of the jury, the assizes, 
the judges, my wife, my father, my friends? They were there 
all right, thoroughly alive, each one in his place in my heart; 
but what with the intense excitement of leaving, of this great 
leap into the unknown, these new friendships and new aspects 
of life, they seemed to have less importance than before. But 
that was only a mere impression. When I wanted, and when- 
ever my mind chose to open each one’s file, they were all 
instantly alive once more. 

Now here was Galgani, being led towards me, for even with 
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his thick pebble-lenses he could scarcely see. He looked better. 
He came up to me and shook my hand without a word. 

I said, ‘I want to give you back your charger. Now you’re 
well you can carry it yourself. It’s too much responsibility for 
me during the voyage; and then who knows whether we’ll be 
in touch at the settlement, or whether we’ll even see one 
another? So it’s better you should have it back.’ Galgani looked 
at me unhappily. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Come into the latrine 
and I’ll give it back to you.’ 

‘No, I don’t want it. You keep it — I give it to you. It’s 
yours.’ 

‘Why do you say that?’ 

‘I don’t want to get myself murdered for my charger. I’d 
rather live without money than have my throat slit for it. I 
give it to you, for after all there’s no reason why you should 
risk your life, looking after my lolly for me. If you run the 
risk it might as well be for your own sake.’ 

“You’re scared, Galgani. Have you been threatened already? 
Does anyone suspect you’re loaded?’ 

“Yes: there are three Arabs who follow me all the time. 
That’s why I’ve never come to see you, so they won’t suspect 
we’re in touch. Every time I go to the latrine, day or night, 
one of these three comes and puts himself next to me. Without 
making it obvious I’ve shown them absolutely plain that I’m 
not loaded, but in spite of all I can do they never let up. They 
think someone else has my charger; they don’t know who; 
and they keep behind me to see when I’ll get it back again.’ 

I looked hard at Galgani and I saw he was terror-stricken, 
really persecuted. I said, ‘What part of the courtyard do they 
keep to?’ 

He said, ‘Over towards the kitchen and the laundry.’ 

‘Right, you stay here. I’ll be back. But no, now I come to 
think of it, you come with me.’ With Galgani at my side I 
went over towards the Arabs. I’d taken the scalpel out of my 
cap and I had the blade up my right sleeve, with the handle 
in my palm. When we had crossed the court, sure enough I saw 
them. Four of them. Three Arabs and a Corsican, a character by 
the name of Girando. I grasped the situation right away. It 
was the Corsican who had been cold-shouldered by the real 
hard men and who had put the Arabs up to this job. He must 
have known that Galgani was Pascal Matra’s brother-in-law 
and that it wasn’t possible for him not to have a charger. 
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‘Hi, Mokrane. OK?’ 

‘OK, Papillon. You OK too?’ 

‘Hell, no. Far fromit. I’ve come to see you guys to tell you 
Galgani is my friend. If anything happens to him, it’s you who 
cop it first, Girando. And then the rest of you. And you can 
take that just how you like.’ 

Mokrane stood up. He was as tall as me — about five foot 
eight — and as broad-shouldered. The words had needled him 
and he was on the point of moving in to start things when I 
flashed the scalpel and with it right there shining-new in my 
hand I said, ‘If you stir I'll kill you like a dog.’ 

He was knocked sideways by seeing me armed in a place 
where everybody was searched «ll the time, and he was shaken 
by my attitude and the length of the blade. He said, ‘I got up 
to talk, not to fight.’ 

I knew it was not true, but it was to my advantage to 
save his face in front of his friends. I left the door open for 
him wide and handsome. ‘OK, since you just got up to 
talk... 

I didn’t know Galgani was your friend. I thought he 
was a square. And you know very well, Papillon, that when 
you’re skint you have to find cash somewhere to make a 
break.’ 

‘Fair enough. You certainly have the right to struggle for 
your life, Mokrane, like anyone else. Only keep away from 
Galgani, see? You’ve got to look somewhere else.’ 

He held out his hand: I shook it hard. Jesus, I was well out 
of that one; for looking at it rightly, if I had killed that guy, 
I should never have left the next day. A little later I realized 
I had made a bleeding error. Cialgani and I walked away. I 
said, ‘Don’t tell anyone about thus caper. I don’t want to have 
old Dega bawling me out.’ 

I tried to persuade Galgani to take the charger. He said, 
‘Tomorrow, before we leave.’ The next day he lay so low that 
I set out for penal with two chargers aboard. 

That night not one of us — and we were about eleven in the 
cell — not one of us said a word. For we all had more or less 
the same thought in our minds — this was the last day we 
should pass on French soil. Each of us was more or less filled 
with homesickness at the idea of leaving France for ever, with 
an unknown land and an unknown way of life at the end of 
our journey. 
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Dega did not speak. He sat next to me close to the barred 
door on to the corridor, where the air was a little fresher. I 
felt completely at sea. The information we had about what 
was coming was so contradictory that I did not know whether 
to be pleased or wretched or downright hopeless. 

The other men in the cell were all genuine underworld 
characters. The only one who did not belong was the little 
Corsican who had been born in the settlement. All these men 
were in a grey, floating state of mind. The seriousness of the 
moment and its importance had made them almost entirely 
dumb. The cigarette-smoke wafted out of the cell into the 
corridor like a cloud, and if you didn’t want your eyes to sting 
you had to sit lower than the heavy fog-blanket. No one slept 
except for André Baillard; it was natural enough for him, since 
his life had already been lost, as it were. As far as he was 
concerned everything else could only be unlooked-for heaven. 

My life passed before my eyes like a film — childhood in a 
family filled with love, affectionate discipline, decent ways and 
good-heartedness; the wild flowers, the murmur of streams, the 
taste of the walnuts, peaches and plums that our garden gave 
us in such quantities; the smell of the mimosa that flowered 
every spring in front of our door; the outside of our house, 
and the inside with my family there — all this ran by before 
my eyes. It was a talking picture, one in which I heard the 
voice of my mother (she had loved me so), and then my 
father’s — always affectionate and kind — and the barking of 
Clara, his gun-dog, calling me into the garden to play. The 
boys and girls of my childhood, the ones I had played with 
during the happiest days of my life. All this — this film I was 
watching without ever having meant to see it, this magic lan- 
tern that my subconscious had lit against my will — all this filled 
the night of waiting before the leap into the great unknown with 
sweet, gentle memories and emotions. 

Now was the time to get things clear in my mind. Let’s see: 
I was twenty-six and very fit; I had five thousand six hundred 
francs belonging to me in my gut and twenty-five thousand 
belonging to Galgani. Dega, there beside me, had ten thousand. 
It seemed to me I could count on forty thousand francs, for if 
Galgani couldn’t look after his dough here he’d be even less 
capable of doing so aboard the ship or in Guiana. What’s 
more, he knew it: and that’s why he never came to ask for his 
charger. So I could count on that money — taking Galgani with 
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me, of course. He’d have to profit by it — it was his cash, not 
mine. I’d use it for his good; but I should gain by it too. Forty 
thousand francs was a lot of money, so I should find it easy 
to buy helpers — convicts serving their time, men who had 
been let out, warders. - 

The conclusion was positive. As soon as I got there I must 
escape together with Dega and Galgani, and that was the only 
thing I was to concentrate upon at this point. I touched the 
scalpel, and the feel of the cold steel handle pleased me. It 
gave me confidence, having such a formidable weapon as that 
upon me. I had already proved how useful it could be in that 
business with the Arabs. 

About three o’clock in the morning the men for solitary 
piled up eleven kitbags in front of the bars of the cell: they 
were all crammed full and each had a big label on it. I could 
read one that hung in through the bars. C -, Pierre, thirty years 
old, five foot eight and a half, waist size forty-two, shoes eight 
and a half, number x. This Pierre C — was Pierrot le Fou, a 
guy from Bordeaux who had got twenty years hard in Paris 
for homicide. 

He was a good type, a decent, straightforward member of 
the underworld, and I knew him well. The label showed me 
how precise and well-organized the authorities in charge of 
the penal settlement were. It was better than the army, where 
they make you try your things on by guesswork. Here every- 
thing was written down and so each man would get things his 
own size. I could see from a bit of canvas at the top of the 
bag that the uniform was white with vertical red stripes. 
Dressed like that, you could scarcely pass unnoticed. 

I tried to force my mind to make pictures of the assizes, 
the jurymen, the prosecuting ccunsel, etc. It flatly refused to 
obey me, and I could only get it to produce ordinary images. 
It came tome that if you want to live through anything imagin- 
ary as vividly as I did at the Conciergerie or at Beaulieu you 
have to be alone, utterly alone. It was a relief to understand 
this, and I saw that the communal life that was coming would 
bring other needs with it, other reactions and other plans. 

Pierrot le Fou came up to the bars and said, ‘OK, Papi?’ 

“What about you?’ 

“Well, as far.as I’m concerned, I’d always dreamed of going 
to America; but I was a gambler, so I could never save enough 
for the trip. The cops had the idea of making me a present of 
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it. You can’t deny it was kind of them, Papillon.’ He was 
speaking naturally. There was no bragging about what he said. 
You could feel that right down he was sure of himself. “The 
cops’ free trip to America has something to be said for it, you 
know. I’d much rather go to Guiana than sweat out fifteen 
years of solitary in France.’ 

‘As I see it going crazy in a cell or just falling apart in 
some solitary confinement hole in France is even worse than 
dying of leprosy or yellow fever.’ 

‘That’s how I see it too,’ he said. 

‘Look, Pierrot, this label is yours.’ 

He bent down, looking very close to read it, and slowly he 
made out the words. ‘I can’t wait to put these clothes on. I’ve 
a mind to open the bag — no one will say anything. After all, 
they’re meant for me.’ 

“You leave it alone and wait till they tell you. This isn’t the 
time to ask for trouble, Pierre. I need some peace and quiet.’ 
He grasped what I meant and moved away from the bars. 

Louis Dega looked at me and said, ‘This is our last night, 
boy. Tomorrow they’re taking us far away from our beautiful 
country.’ 

‘Our beautiful country hasn’t got such a very beautiful 
system of justice, Dega. Maybe we’ll come to know countries 
that aren’t so beautiful but that have a slightly more human 
way of treating people who have slipped up.’ I didn’t think I 
was so near the truth: the future was to show me that I was 
dead right. Total silence fell again. 


Leaving for Guiana 


Six o’clock, and everything was in motion. Convicts came 
round with coffee and then four warders appeared. Today they 
were in white; they still carried their revolvers. Spotless white 
tunics and buttons that shone like gold. One had three gold 
chevrons on his left sleeve: nothing on his shoulders. 
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‘Transportees, come out into the corridor in twos. Each man 
will find the bag with his name on the label. Take the bag and 
move back against the wall, facing the corridor with your bag 
in front of you.’ 

It took twenty minutes before we were all lined up with our 
kitbags at our feet. 

‘Strip: roll up your things, put them into the jacket, bundle 
it all up and tie the sleeves ... right. You over there, pick up 
the rolls and put them into the cell. Now dress. Put on vest, 
drawers, striped drill trousers, drill jacket, shoes and socks ... 
You're all dressed?’ 

‘Yes, Monsieur le surveillant.’ 

‘Right. Keep the woollen jersey out of the bag in case it 
rains or turns cold. Bags on your left shoulder. In double file, 
follow me.’ 

With the sergeant in front, two warders at the sides and the 
fourth behind, our little column moved out to the courtyard. 
In under two hours eight hundred and ten convicts were lined 
up there. Forty men were called out, including Dega and me 
and the three who were being sent back after their escape — 
Julot, Galgani and Santini. These forty men were lined up in 
rows of ten. Each rank of the column that was taking shape 
had a warder beside it. No chains, no handcuffs. Three yards 
in front of us, walking backwards, ten gendarmes. They faced 
us, rifle in hand, and they marched like that all the way, each 
steered by another gendarme holding his shoulder-belt. 

The great gate of the citadel «pened, and slowly the column 
began to move. As the line emerged from the fortress so more 
gendarmes, carrying rifles or light machine-guns, joined the 
convoy, staying a couple of yards from it and keeping pace. 
Other gendarmes held back a huge crowd that had come to 
watch us leaving for the penal settlements. Half way to the 
quay I heard a quiet whistle from the windows of a house. I 
looked up and saw Nénette, my wife, and my friend Antoine 
D — at one window; Paula, Dega’s wife, and his friend Antoine 
Giletti were at the other. Dega saw them too, and we marched 
with our eyes fixed on those windows as long as we could see 
them. That was the last time I ever set eyes on my wife: or 
my friend Antoine, who died much later in an air-raid on 
Marseilles. No one spoke. There was a total silence. No pris- 
oner, no warder, no gendarme, no person in the crowd dis- 
turbed that truly heart-rending moment when everyone knew 
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that one thousand eight hundred men were about to vanish 
from ordinary life for ever. 


We went aboard. The forty in front — that is to say us — were 
sent to the bottom of the hold, into a cage with thick bars. 
There was a marker on it. I read ‘Hall no. 1. 40 men top 
special category. Strict, continual surveillance.’ Each man was 
given a rolled-up hammock. There were quantities of rings to 
hang them by. Someone seized me in his arms: it was Julot. 
He knew all about this, because he had already made the 
voyage ten years before. He knew how to cope. He said, ‘This 
way, quick. Hang your bag where you’re going to hang your 
hammock. This place is near two closed port-holes, but they’ I] 
be opened when we’re at sea, and we’ll be able to breathe 
better here than anywhere else in the cage.’ 

I introduced Dega. We were talking when a man came our 
way. Julot put out his arm and blocked the path. He said, 
‘Never come over this side if you want to reach penal alive. 
Get it?’ ‘Yes,’ said the other man. ‘You know why?’ ‘Yes.’ 
‘Then bugger off.’ The guy went. Dega was delighted with 
this show of strength and he didn’t hide it. ‘With you two, ll 
be able to sleep easy.’ Julot said, ‘With us, you’re safer 
here than in any villa on the coast that has a single window 
open.’ 

The voyage lasted eighteen days. Only one piece of excite- 
ment. Everyone was woken by an enormous shriek in the 
night. A character was found dead with a long knife deep 
between his shoulders. The knife had been driven from below 
upwards and it had passed through the hammock before reach- 
ing him. A really dangerous weapon, a good eight inches long 
in the blade. Immediately twenty-five or thirty warders turned 
their revolvers or rifles on us, shouting, ‘Everyone strip. 
Double quick time!’ 

Everyone stripped. I saw there was going to be a search 
and I put my bare right foot over the scalpel, taking my weight 
on the left, because the blade was cutting into me. Nevertheless 
my foot covered the scalpel. Four warders came inside the 
cage and began rummaging through the shoes and clothes. 
Before they came in they left their weapons outside and the 
door was closed on them, but those who were the other side 
of the bars kept watch on us, keeping us covered. ‘The first 
man to stir is a goner,’ said a head screw’s voice. During 
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the search they found three knives, two long roofing-nails, 
sharpened, a corkscrew, and a gold charger. Six men were 
brought out on to the deck, still naked. Major Barrot, the 
officer in command of the convoy, appeared together with two 
colonial army doctors and the captain of the ship. When the 
screws left our cage everyone dressed again, without waiting 
for the order. I picked up my scalpel. 

The warders moved back to the far end of the deck. In the 
middle there was Barrot, just by the companion-way, with the 
other officers. The six naked men were lined up opposite them, 
standing to attention. 

‘This is his,’ said the screw who had conducted the search, 
picking up a knife and pointing to its owner. 

‘Fair enough. It’s mine.’ 

‘Right,’ said Barrot. ‘He’ll] make the rest of the voyage in 
a cell over the engines.’ 

Each man was pointed out as responsible either for the nails, 
or the corkscrew or the knives, and each acknowledged that 
the weapon that had been found belonged to him. Each one, 
still naked, went up the ladder, accompanied by two screws. 
Lying there on the floor there was still one knife and the gold 
charger: and only one man for both of them. He was young 
— twenty-three or twenty-five -- well-built, at least five foot 
ten, athletic, blue eyes. 

‘This is yours, isn’t it?’ said the screw, holding out the gold 
charger. 

‘Yes, it’s mine.’ 

‘What’s in it?’ asked Major Barrot, taking it. 

‘Three hundred pounds sterling, two hundred dollars and 
two five-carat diamonds.’ 

‘Right. We’ll have a look.’ He opened it. The major was 
surrounded by other people and we couldn’t see a thing. But 
we heard him say, ‘Just so. What’s your name?’ 

‘Salvidia Romeo.’ 

“You’re Italian?’ 

“Yes, sir.’ 

“You’ll not be punished for the charger: but you will be for 
the knife.’ 

‘Excuse me, but the knife isr.’t mine.’ 

‘Don’t talk balls,’ said the screw, ‘I found itin your shoe.’ 

‘I say again the knife isn’t mine.’ 

‘So I’m lying, am I?’ 
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‘No, you’re just mistaken.’ 

‘Whose is the knife, then?’ asked Major Barrot. ‘If it’s not 
yours, it must be somebody’s.’ 

‘It’s not mine, that’s all.’ 

‘If you don’t want to be put in the punishment cell — and 
you’ll fry there, because it’s over the boiler — just tell me 
whose the knife is.’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Are you trying to make a fool of me? A knife’s found in 
your shoe and you don’t know whose it is? Do you think ’'m 
a fool]? Either it’s yours or you know whose it is. Speak up.’ 

‘It’s not mine and it’s not for me to say whose it is. I’m 
not an informer. You don’t by any chance think I look like a 
bleeding prison officer, do you?’ 

‘Warder, put on the handcuffs. This kind of undisciplined 
conduct costs a packet, my friend.’ 

The two commanding officers, the captain of the ship and 
the head of the convoy, talked privately. The captain gave an 
order to a quartermaster, who went up on deck. A few moments 
later a Breton sailor appeared, a giant of a man, with a wooden 
bucket of sea water and a rope as thick as your wrist. The 
convict was tied to the bottom step of the ladder, on his knees. 
The sailor wetted the rope in the bucket and then deliberately, 
with all his strength, he set about flogging the poor devil’s 
back and buttocks. Not a sound came from the convict: blood 
flowed from his buttocks and his sides. A shout from our cage 
broke the graveyard silence. ‘You bloody sods!’ 

That was all that was needed to start everybody roaring. 
‘Murderers! Swine! Bastards!’ The more they threatened to 
fire if we did not shut up the more we bellowed until suddenly 
the captain shouted, ‘Turn on the steam!’ 

Sailors turned various wheels and jets of steam shot out at 
us with such force that in a split second everyone was flat on 
his belly. The jets came at chest-height. We were all struck 
with panic. The men who had been scalded dared not cry out. 
The whole thing lasted under a minute, but it terrified every 
man there. 

‘I hope you obstinate brutes have grasped what I mean. The 
slightest trouble, and I turn on the steam. You get me? Stand 
up!’ 

Only three men had been seriously scalded. They were taken 
to the sick-bay. The man who had been flogged was put back 
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with us. Six years later he died while making a break with 
me. 

During those eighteen days of the voyage we had plenty of 
time to try to learn about what was coming or to get at least 
some notion of the penal settlkement. Yet when we got this 
nothing turned out quite as we had expected, although Julot 
had done his very best to pass on his knowledge. 

We did know that Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni was a village 
seventy-five miles from the sea on a river called the Maroni. 
Julot told us about it. ‘That’s the village that has the prison, 
the one that’s the centre of the penal settlement. That’s where 
they sort you out according to vour category. The preventive 
detentions go straight to a prison called Saint-Jean, about 
ninety miles away. The right convicts are separated into three 
groups. First the ones labelled very dangerous: as soon as 
they arrive they’re called out and shoved into cells in the 
punishment-block until they can be transferred to the Iles du 
Salut. There they are interned either for a given number of 
years or for life. These islands are three hundred miles and 
more from Saint-Laurent and sixty from Cayenne. There are 
three of them. Royale, the biggest; Saint-Joseph, which has 
the settlement’s solitary-confinement prison; and Devil’s 
Island, the smallest of them all. Apart from a very few excep- 
tions, convicts don’t go to Devil’s Island. The people there 
are politicals. Then comes dangerous, second category: they 
stay at the Saint-Laurent camp, and they’re put to gardening 
and working on the land. Whenever there’s a need for men 
they’re sent to the very tough camps — Camp Forestier, Char- 
vin, Cascade, Crique Rouge and Kilométre 42, the one they 
call the death camp. Then there’s the ordinary category: they’ re 
given jobs in the offices and kitchens, or put to cleaning in 
the village and the camp, or they’re sent to the different work- 
shops — carpentry, painting, blacksmith’s shop, electricity, mat- 
tress-making, tailor’s shop, laundry and so on. So zero hour 
is the moment you get there. If you’re called out and taken to 
a cell, that means you’re going to be interned on the islands, 
so good-bye to any hope of escape. There’s only one chance, 
and that’s to mutilate yourself quick — open your knee or your 
belly so as to get into the hospital and escape from there. At 
all costs you have to avoid going to the islands. There’s one 
other hope: if the ship that’s to take the internees to the islands 
isn’t ready you can bring out your money and offer it to the 
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medical orderly. He’ll give you a shot of turpentine in a joint 
or draw a urine-soaked hair through a cut so that it'll go bad. 
Or he’ll give you sulphur to inhale and then tell the doctor 
you’ve got a temperature of 102. During those few days of 
waiting you have to get into hospital, no matter what it costs. 

‘If you’re not called out but left with the others in the huts 
at the camp, then you have time to get working. If this happens, 
you mustn’t look for a job inside the camp. What you want 
to do is to pay the clerk to be given a scavenger’s or a Sweeper’s 
job in the village, or else to get taken on at an outside firm’s 
sawmills. Going out of the prison to work and coming back 
into the camp every night gives you time to get in touch with 
the time-expired convicts who live in the village or with the 
Chinese, so that they can get your break ready for you. Avoid 
the camps outside the village. Everybody dies quickly in them 
— there are some where no one has been able to stand it for 
three months. Out there in the deep bush, men are forced to 
cut a cubic yard of wood every day.’ 

Throughout the voyage Julot had gone over and over all 
this valuable information. For his part, he was quite ready. He 
knew that he was going straight to the punishment cell, because 
he was an escaped man who had been retaken. So he had a 
very small blade, not much more than a penknife, in his 
charger. When we got there he was going to take it out and 
rip his knee open. As we came down the gangway he was 
going to fall, right there in front of everyone. He thought he’d 
be taken straight from the quay to the hospital. And that indeed 
was exactly what happened. 


Saint-Laurent-Du-Maroni 


The warders had gone off in relays to change. Each in turn 
came back dressed in white with a sun-helmet instead of a 
képi. Julot said. “‘We’re almost there.’ It was appallingly hot, 
for they had shut the port-holes. Through the glass you could 
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see the bush. So we were in the Maroni. The water was muddy. 
Untouched virgin forest, green and impressive. Disturbed by 
the ship’s siren, birds rose and flew across the sky. We went 
very slowly, and that allowed us to pay close attention to the 
thick, dark-green, overflowing vegetation. We saw the first 
wooden houses, with their corrugated iron roofs. Black men 
and women stood at their doors, watching the ship go by. They 
were quite used to seeing it unload its human cargo, and so 
they never even bothered to wave as it passed. Three blasts 
on the siren and the churning of the propeller told us that we 
were there, and then the engines stopped entirely. Not a sound: 
you could have heard the buzzing of a fly. 

Nobody spoke. Julot had his knife open and he was cutting 
his trousers at the knee, making the edges of the slash look 
like a tear. It was only on deck that he was going to cut his 
knee, so as not to leave a trail of blood. The warders opened 
the door of the cage and lined us up in threes. We were in the 
fourth rank, with Julot between Dega and me. Up on deck. It 
was two o’clock in the afternoon and suddenly the blazing sun 
hit my cropped head and my eyes. We were formed up on the 
deck and then we moved towards the gangway. When the 
column hesitated for a moment, just as the first man stepped 
on to the gangway. I held Julot’s kitbag in place on his shoulder 
while he used both hands to stretch the skin of his knee, drive 
the knife in and slash through three or four inches of flesh in 
one sweep. He passed me the knife and held the kitbag himself. 
The moment we set foot on the gangway he fell and rolled 
right down to the bottom. They picked him up, and finding 
that he was hurt they called the stretcher-bearers. Everything 
ran just as he had worked it out, and he disappeared, carried 
by two men on a stretcher. 

A motley crowd watched us with some curiosity. Negroes, 
half-castes, Indians, Chinese and wrecks of white men (they 
were certainly freed convicts) stared at each one of us as he 
set foot on land and lined up behind the others. On the other 
side there were warders, well-dressed civilians, women in sum- 
mer dresses and children, all with sun-helmets on. They too 
watched the new arrivals. When there were two hundred of 
us ashore, the column moved off. We marched for some ten 
minutes and came to a very high gate made of massive beams, 
with the words Penitentiary of Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni. 
Capacity, 3,000 men. The gate opened and we went in by 
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ranks of ten. “Left, right. Left, right. Left, right!’ A good many 
convicts watched us come in. They had climbed up on the 
windows or on big stones to see us better. 

When we reached the middle of the court a voice shouted, 
‘Halt. Put your bags down in front of you. You there, hand 
out the hats.’ They gave us each a straw hat, and we needed 
it — two or three men had already dropped from sunstroke. 
Dega and I exchanged a glance, for a screw with stripes had 
a list in his hand. We thought of what Julot had told us. Guittou 
was called. ‘Here!’ he said. Two warders took him away. 
Suzuni, the same: Girasol likewise. 

‘Jules Pignard!’ 

‘Jules Pignard (that was our Julot) has been hurt. He’s gone 
to hospital.’ 

‘Right.’ Those were the internees for the islands. Then the 
warder went on, ‘Listen carefully. Each man whose name I 
call is to step from the ranks with his kitbag on his shoulder 
and go and line up in front of that yellow hut, number one.’ 

The roll-call went on, with So-and-so — Present, etc., and 
Dega, Carrier and I ended up with the others, in line over 
against the hut. They opened the door and we went into a 
rectangular hall some twenty yards long. Down the middle ran 
a passage about two yards wide with an iron bar on either 
side, the whole length of the room. Canvas hammocks were 
slung between the bar and the wall, and each held a blanket. 
Every man chose his own place. Dega, Pierrot le Fou, Santori, 
Grandet and I moved in all next to one another, and little 
groups began to take shape at once. I went down to the far 
end of the room: showers on the right, latrines on the left: no 
running water. 

The men who had left the ship after us began to arrive, and 
we watched them, clinging to the bars over the windows. Louis 
Dega, Pierrot le Fou and I were delighted — since we were in 
an ordinary barrack-room it meant we weren’t going to be 
interned. Otherwise we’d already have been put into a cell, as 
Julot had explained. Everybody was very pleased until about 
five o’clock, when it was all over; but then Grandet said, ‘It’s 
funny, but they haven’t called out a single man for internment 
in this whole convoy. Odd. Still, so much the better, as far as 
I’m concerned.’ Grandet was the man who stole the safe from 
one of the central prisons, a job that had made the whole 
country laugh. 
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In the tropics day and night come without any sort of twi- 
light. You go straight from the one to the other, and at the 
same time all through the year. Suddenly, at half-past six, it’s 
night. And at half-past six two old convicts brought two oil 
lamps that they hung on a hook in the ceiling and that gave 
a very little light. Three-quarters of the room was perfectly 
dark. By nine o’clock everybody was asleep, for now that the 
excitement of our arrival was over, we were quite overcome 
by the heat. Not a breath of air, and everyone was stripped to 
his drawers. My hammock was between Dega and Pierrot le 
Fou: we whispered a while and then went back to sleep. 

It was still dark the next morning when the bugle blew. 
Everyone got up, washed and dressed. They gave us coffee 
and a hunk of bread. There was a plank fixed to the wall for 
your bread, mug and other belongings. At nine o’clock two 
warders came in, together with a young convict dressed in 
white without stripes. The two screws were Corsicans, and 
they talked Corsican to the convicts from their country. Mean- 
while the medical orderly walked about the room. When he 
reached me he said, ‘How goes it, Papi? Don’t you recognize 
me?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘I’m Sierra |’ Algérois: I knew you in Paris, at Dante’s.’ 

‘Oh, yes, I recognize you now. But you were sent down in 
°29. It’s °33 now: how come ycu’re still here?’ 

“Yes. There’s no getting out of here in a hurry. You report 
sick, will you? Who’s this guy” 

‘He’s Dega, a friend of mine.’ 

‘Pll put you down for the doctor too, Dega. Papi, you’ve 
got dysentery. And you, dad, you’ve got fits of asthma. I'll 
see you at the medical at eleven o’clock. There’s something 
I’ve got to tell you.’ He went on his way, calling out ‘Who’s 
sick there?’, going over to those who held up their hands, and 
writing down their names. When he came back he had a warder 
with him, an elderly sunburnt man. ‘Papillon, let me introduce 
my boss, Medical-Warder Bartiloni. Monsieur Bartiloni, these 
two are the friends I told you about.’ 

‘OK, Sierra, we’ll see to that at the medical: rely on me.’ 

At eleven they came for us. There were nine men going 
sick. We walked through the camp among the hutments. When 
we reached a newer building than the rest, the only one painted 
white with a red cross on it, we went in and found a waiting- 
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room with about sixty men in it. Two warders in each corner. 
Sierra appeared, in spotless medical overalls. He said, ‘You, 
you and you: go in.’ We went into a room that was obviously 
the doctor’s. He talked to the three older men in Spanish. 
There was one Spaniard there I recognized straight away: he 
was Fernandez, the one who killed the three Argentines at the 
Café de Madrid in Paris. After they had exchanged a few 
words Sierra showed him to a little room communicating with 
the main hall and then came back to us. ‘Papi, let me embrace 
you. I’m delighted to be able to do you and your friend a very 
good turn. You’re both of you down for internment ... No, 
let me finish. You’re down for life, Papillon; and Dega, you’re 
down for five years. You got any cash?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Then give five hundred francs apiece and tomorrow morn- 
ing you'll be sent to hospital. You for dysentery. And you, 
Dega, you must bang on the door during the night — or better 
still, let someone call the screw and ask for the orderly, because 
Dega’s asthma’s killing him. I'll look after the rest of it. 
There’s just one thing I ask of you, Papillon, and that is to 
give me fair warning if you clear out: Ill be there when you 
say. They'll be able to keep you in the hospital for a month, 
at a hundred francs a week each. You must move fast.’ 

Fernandez came out of the little room and in front of us he 
handed Sierra five hundred francs. Then I went in, and when 
I came out I gave him not a thousand but fifteen hundred 
francs. He refused the five hundred. I did not like to press 
him. He said, “This dough you’re giving me’s for the screw. 
I don’t want anything for myself. We’re friends, aren’t we?’ 

The next day Dega, Fernandez and I were in an enormous 
cell in the hospital. Dega was hurried in during the middle of 
the night. The attendant in charge of the ward was a man of 
thirty-five called Chatal. He knew all about us three from 
Sierra. When the doctor came round he was to show a motion 
that would make me look like I was falling apart with amoebas. 
Ten minutes before the inspection he was to burn a little 
sulphur for Dega and make him breathe the gas with a towel 
over his head. Fernandez had an enormously swollen face: he 
had pierced the skin inside his cheek and had blown as hard 
as he could for an hour. He had done it so conscientiously 
that the swelling closed one eye. The cell was on the first floor 
and there were about seventy patients in it, many of them 
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dysentery cases. I asked Chatal where Julot was. He said, 
‘In the building just over the way. You want me to tell him 
something?’ 

“Yes. Tell him Papillon and Dega are here; ask him to show 
himself at the window.’ 

The attendant could come and go ashe liked. All he had to 
do was to knock at the ward door and an Arab would open it. 
The Arab was a turnkey, a convict acting as an auxiliary to 
the warders. There were chairs on the right and the left of the 
door, and three warders sat there, rifles on their knees. The 
bars over the windows were lengths of railway line: I wondered 
how one could ever get through them. I sat there at the window. 

Between our building and Julot’s there was a garden full of 
pretty flowers. Julot appeared at a window: he had a slate in 
his hand, and he had chalked BRAVO on it. An hour later 
the attendant brought me a letter from him. It said, ‘I’m trying 
to get into your ward. If I fail, try to get into mine. The 
reason is you’ve got enemies in your ward. So it seems you’re 
interned? Keep your heart up: we’ll do them in the eye yet.’ 

Julot and I were very close to one another because of that 
business at Beaulieu, where we had suffered together. Julot 
specialized in the use of a wooden mallet, and that was why 
they called him the hammer-man. He would drive up to a 
jeweller’s shop in the middle of the day, when all the finest 
jewels were on show in their cases. Someone else would be 
at the wheel, and they’d pull up with the engine running. Julot 
hopped out with his mallet, smashed the window with one 
blow, grabbed as many jewel-cases as he could hold and darted 
back into the car, which shot away with a scream of tyres. He 
brought it off in Lyons, Angers, Tours and Le Havre, and then 
he had a go at a big Paris shop, at three in the afternoon, 
getting away with jewels to the value of close on a million. 
He never told me how or why he was identified. He was 
sentenced to twenty years and he escaped at the end of four. 
And as he told us, it was in coming back to Paris that he was 
arrested: he was looking for his fence, so as to kill him, for 
the fence had never given Julot’s sister the large sum he owed 
him. The fence saw him prowling in the street where he lived 
and tipped off the police. Julot was picked up and he went 
back to Guiana with us. 

It was a week now that we had been in hospital. Yesterday 
I gave Chatal two hundred francs: that was the weekly price 
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for keeping both of us. By way of making ourselves popular 
we gave tobacco to the people who had nothing to smoke. A 
sixty-year-old tough guy from Marseilles, one Carora, had 
made friends with Dega. He was his adviser. Many times a 
day he told him that if he had plenty of money and it was 
known in the village (the French papers gave the news about 
all the important cases), then it was much better for him not 
to escape, because the freed convicts would kill him for his 
charger. Old Dega told me about his conversations with old 
Carora. It was in vain that I said the antique was certainly no 
sort of use, since he had stayed here for twenty years: he paid 
no attention. The old man’s tales made a great impression on 
Dega, and although I kept his courage up as well as I could 
it was heavy going. 

I sent a note to Sierra asking him to let me see Galgani. It 
didn’t take long. Galgani was in hospital the next day, but in 
an unbarred ward. How was I to set about giving him back 
his charger? I told Chatal it was absolutely necessary for me 
to talk to Galgani: I let him imagine we were preparing a 
break. He told me he could bring him at five to twelve on the 
nose. Just as the guard was being changed he would bring him 
up on to the verandah to talk to me through the window; and 
he’d do it for nothing. Galgani was brought to me at the 
window at noon: straight away I put his charger into his hands. 
He stood there before me and wept. Two days later I had a 
magazine from him with five thousand-franc notes in it and 
the single word, Thanks. 

Chatal passed me the magazine; and he had seen the money. 
He did not mention it, but I wanted to give him some: he 
would not take it. I said, ‘We want to get out. Would you like 
to come with us?’ 

‘No, Papillon, I’m fixed elsewhere. I don’t want to try to 
escape for five months, when my mate will be free. The break 
will be better prepared that way, and it’ll be more certain. 
Being down for internment, I know you’re in a hurry: but 
getting out of here, with all these bars, is going to be very 
difficult. Don’t count on me to help you — I don’t want to risk 
my job. Here I can wait in peace until my friend comes out.’ 

‘OK, Chatal. It’s better to speak straight. I won’t ever talk 
to you about this again.’ 

‘But still,’ he said, ‘Pll carry notes for you and deliver 
messages.’ 
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‘Thanks, Chatal.’ 

That night we heard bursts of machine-gun fire. Next day 
we heard it was the hammer-man who had got away. God be 
with him: he was a good friend. He must have seen a chance 
and made the most of it. So much the better for him. 

Fifteen years later, in 1948, I was in Haiti, and there, together 
with a Venezuelan millionaire, ] was working out a deal with 
the chief of the casino for a contract to run the gambling in 
those parts. One night I came out of a club where we had been 
drinking champagne, and one of the girls who was with us — 
coal-black, but as well brought up as the daughter of a good 
French provincial family — said to me, ‘My grandmother’s a 
voodoo priestess, and she lives with an old Frenchman. He 
escaped from Cayenne. He’s been with us now for fifteen 
years, and he’s almost always drunk, Jules Marteau is his 
name.’ 

I sobered up instantly. ‘Chick, you take me to your 
grandma’s right away.’ 

She spoke to the cab-driver in Haitian patois and he drove 
off at full speed. We passed a night-bar, still open and all lit 
up. ‘Stop.’ I went in, bought a bottle of Pernod, two of cham- 
pagne and two of local rum. ‘Let’s go.’ We reached a pretty 
little red tiled white house on the beach. The sea almost lapped 
its steps. The girl knocked and knocked, and first there came 
out a big black woman with completely white hair. She was 
wearing a wrapper that came cown to her ankles. The two 
women spoke in patois and then she said, ‘Come in, Monsieur: 
the house is all yours.’ An acetylene lamp lit up a very clean 
room, filled with birds and fishes. ‘Would you like to see 
Julot? He’s just coming. Jules! Jules! Here’s someone who 
wants to see you.’ 

An old man appeared, barefoot and wearing striped blue 
pyjamas that reminded me of our prison uniform. ‘Why, Snow- 
ball, who can be coming to see me at this time of night? 
Papillon! No! It can’t be true!’ He clasped me in his arms. He 
said, ‘Bring the lamp closer, Snowball, so that I can see my 
old friend’s face. It’s you all right, mate! It’s certainly you! 
Welcome, welcome, welcome! This kip, what little dough I’ve 
got, and my old woman’s grand-daughter — they’re all yours. 
You only have to say the word.’ 

We drank the Pernod, the champagne and the rum; and from 
time to time Julot sang. ‘So we did them in the eye after all, 
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didn’t we, Papi? There’s nothing like bashing around. Take 
me, I came through Colombia, Panama, Costa Rica and 
Jamaica; and then, about fifteen years ago now, I reached here; 
and I’m happy with Snowball — she’s the best woman a man 
could ask for. When are you leaving? Are you here for long?’ 

‘No. A week.’ 

“What did you come for?’ 

‘To take over the casino, with a contract between us and 
the president himself.’ 

‘Brother, I’d love you to spend the rest of your life here 
with me in this bleeding wilderness; but if it’s the president 
you’re in touch with, don’t you fix any sort of deal at all. He’ 
have you killed the minute he sees your joint is making a go 
of it.’ 

‘Thanks for the advice.’ 

‘Hey there, Snowball! Get ready for your not-for-tourists 
voodoo dance. The one and only genuine article for my friend.’ 
Another time I'll tell you about this terrific not-for-tourists 
voodoo dance. 


So Julot escaped, ard here were we, Dega, Fernandez and me, 
still hanging about. Now and then, without seeming to, I looked 
at the bars over the windows. They were lengths of genuine 
railway line and there was nothing to be done about them. 
The only possibility was the door. It was guarded night and 
day by three armed warders. Since Julot’s escape the watch 
had been much sharper. The patrols came round at shorter 
intervals and the doctor was not so friendly. Chatal only came 
into the ward twice a day, to give the injections and to take 
the temperatures. A. second week went by and once more I 
paid two hundred francs. Dega talked about everything except 
escape. Yesterday he saw my scalpel and he said, ‘You’ve 
still got that? What for?’ 

Angrily I replied, ‘To look after myself, and you too if 
necessary.’ 

Fernandez was not a Spaniard: he was an Argentine. He 
was a fine sort of a man, a genuine high-flier; but old Carora’s 
crap had left its mark on him too. One day I heard him say 
to Dega. ‘It seems the islands are very healthy, not like here: 
and it’s not hot over there. You can catch dysentery in this 
ward just going to the lavatory, because you may pick up 
germs.’ In this ward of seventy men, one or two died of 


74 


dysentery every day. It was an odd thing, but they all died at 
low tide in the afternoon or the evening. No sick man ever 
died in the morning. Why? One of nature’s mysteries. 

Tonight I had an argument with Dega. I told him that some- 
times the Arab turnkey was stupid enough to come in at night 
and pull the sheet off the faces of the very sick men who had 
covered themselves up. We could knock him out and put on 
his clothes (we wore shirt and sandals — that was all). Once 
dressed I’d go out, suddenly snatch a rifle from one of the 
screws, cover them, make them go into a cell and close the 
door. Then we’d jump the hospital wall on the Maroni side, 
drop into the water and let ourselves go with the current. After 
that we’d make up our minds what to do next. Since we had 
money, we could buy a boat and provisions to get away by 
sea. Both of them turned my plan down flat, and they even 
criticized it. I felt they’d quite lost their guts: I was bitterly 
disappointed: and the days dropped by. 

Now it was three weeks all but two days we had been here. 
There were ten left to try making a dash for it, or fifteen at 
the most. Today, 21 November 1933, a day not to be forgotten, 
Joanes Clousiot came into the ward — the man they had tried 
to murder at Saint-Martin, in the barber’s. His eyes were closed 
and almost sightless: they were full of pus. As soon as Chatal 
had gone I went over to him. Quickly he told me that the other 
men for internment had gone off to the islands more than a 
fortnight ago, but he had been overlooked. Three days back a 
clerk had given him the word. He had put a castor-oil seed in 
each eye, and all this pus had got him into hospital. He was 
dead keen to escape. He told me he was ready for anything, 
even killing if need be: he woulcl get out, come what may. He 
had three thousand francs. When his eyes were washed with 
warm water he could see properly right away. I told him my 
plan for a break: he liked it, but he said that to catch the 
warders by surprise two of us would have to go out, or if 
possible three. We could undo the legs of the beds, and with 
an iron bed-leg apiece, we could knock them cold. According 
to him they wouldn’t believe you would fire even if you had 
a gun in your hands, and they might call the other screws on 
guard in the building Julot escaped from, not twenty yards 
away. 
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Third Exercise-Book 
First Break 


Escape from the Hospital 


That evening I put it to Dega straight, and then to Fernandez. 
Dega told me he did not believe in the plan and that he was 
thinking of paying a large sum of money, if necessary, to have 
his internment label changed. He asked me to write to Sierra, 
telling him this had been suggested, and asking whether it was 
on the cards. Chatal carried the note that same day, and brought 
back the answer. ‘Don’t pay anyone anything for having your 
internment changed. It’s decided in France, and no one, even 
the governor, can touch it. If things are hopeless in the hospital, 
you can try to get out the day after the Mana, the boat for the 
islands, has left.’ 

We should stay a week in the cellular block before going 
across to the islands where it might be easier to escape than 
from the hospital ward we had landed up in. In the same note 
Sierra told me that if I liked he’d send a freed convict to talk 
about getting me a boat ready behind the hospital. He was a 
character from Toulon called Jesus: the one who prepared Dr. 
Bougrat’s escape two years before. To see him I should have 
to go and be X-rayed in the special wing. It was inside the 
hospital walls, but the freed men could get in on a forged pass 
for an X-ray examination. He told me to take out my charger 
before I was looked at, or the doctor might look lower than 
my lungs and catch sight of it. I wrote to Sierra telling him 
to get Jesus to the X-ray and to fix things with Chatal so that 
I should be sent too. That very evening Sierra let me know 
that it was for nine o’clock the day after next. 

The next day Dega asked permission to leave hospital, and 
so did Fernandez. The Mana had left that morning. They hoped 
to escape from the cells in the camp: I wished them good luck, 
but as for me I did not change my plan. 

I saw Jesus. He was an old time-expired convict, as dry as 
a smoked haddock, and his sunburnt face was scarred with 
two hideous wounds. One of his eyes wept all the time when 
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he looked at you. A wrong ’un’s face: a wrong ’un’s eye. I 
didn’t have much confidence in him and as things turned out 
I was dead right. We talked fast. ‘I can get a boat ready for 
you: it'll hold four — five at the outside. A barrel of water, 
victuals, coffee, tobacco; three paddles, empty flour sacks and 
a needle and thread for you to make the mainsail and jib 
yourself; a compass, an axe, a knife, five bottles of tafia [the 
local rum]. Two thousand five hundred francs the lot. It’s the 
dark of the moon in three days. If it’s a deal, in four days 
time I'll be there in the boat on the river every night for a 
week from eleven till three in the morning. After the first 
quarter I shan’t wait any longer. The boat will be exactly 
opposite the lower corner of the hospital wall. Guide yourself 
by the wall, because until you’re right on top of the boat you 
won’t be able to see it, not even at two yards.’ I didn’t trust 
him, but even so I said yes. 

‘And the cash?’ said Jesus. 

‘Ill send it you by Sierra.” We parted without shaking hands. 
Not so hot. 

At three o’clock Chatal went. off to the camp, taking the 
money to Sierra: two thousand five hundred francs. I thought: 
‘I can afford this bet thanks to Galgani; but it’s an outside 
chance, all right. I hope to God he doesn’t drink the whole 
bleeding lot in tafia.’ 

Clousiot was overjoyed: he was full of confidence in him- 
self, in me and in the plan. There was only one thing that 
worried him: although the Arab turnkey did come very often 
it was not every night that he came into the ward itself; and 
when he did it was rare that he came in very late. Another 
question: who could we have as « third? There was a Corsican 
belonging to the Nice underworld, a man called Biaggi. He 
had been in penal since 1929 ancl he was in this high-security 
ward because he had recently killed a guy — he was being held 
while that charge was investigated. Clousiot and I wondered 
whether we ought to put it up to him, and if so, when. While 
we were talking about this in an undertone an eighteen-year-old 
fairy came towards us, as pretty as a girl. Maturette was his 
name, and he had been condemned to death but reprieved 
because of his youth — seventeen when he murdered this taxi- 
driver. There were these two kids of sixteen and seventeen in 
the dock at the assizes, and instead of the one laying the blame 
on the other, each claimed that he had killed the man. But the 


77 


taxi-driver had only one bullet in him. The kids’ attitude at 
the time of the trial had won them the convicts’ esteem. 

Very much the voung lady, Maturette came up to us and 
speaking in a girlish voice he asked us for a light. We gave 
him one; and more than that, I made him a present of four 
cigarettes and a box of matches. He thanked me with a lan- 
guishing, come-on smile and we let him go. All at once Clou- 
siot said, ‘Papi, we're saved. The Arab’s going to come in as 
often as we like and when we like. It’s in the bag.’ 

‘How come?’ 

‘It’s simple. We’ II tell this little Maturette to make the Arab 
fall for him. Arabs love boys — everyone knows that. Once 
that’s done, there’s no great difficulty in getting him to come 
by night to have a swig at the boy. All the kid has to do is to 
go coy and say he’s afraid of being seen, for the Arab to come 
just when it suits us.’ 

‘Leave it to me.’ 

I went over to Maturette, who welcomed me with a winning 
smile. He thought he had aroused me with his first simper. 
Straight away I said, ‘You’ve got it wrong. Go to the lavatory.’ 
He went, and when we were there I said, ‘If you repeat a word 
of what I’m going to say. Ill kill you. Listen: will you do 
so-and-so and so-and-so and so-and-so for money? How 
much? As a paid job for us, or do you want to go with us?’ 

‘I'd like to go with you. OK?’ Done. We shook hands. 

He went to bed, and after a few words with Clousiot I went 
too. At eight o’clock that evening Maturette went and sat at 
the window. He didn’t have to call the Arab: he came all by 
himself, and they fell into a murmured conversation. At ten 
Maturette went to bed. We had been lying down, one eye 
open, since nine. The Arab came in, went his rounds and found 
a dead man. He knocked on the door and a little while later 
two stretcher-bearers came and took the corpse away. This 
dead man was going to be useful to us, because he would 
make the Arab’s inspections at any time of the night seem 
quite reasonable. The next day, advised by us, Maturette fixed 
to see the Arab at eleven. When the time came round the 
turnkey appeared, passed in front of the kid’s bed, pulled his 
foot to wake him up, and went off towards the lavatory. 
Maturette followed him. A quarter of an hour later the turnkey 
came out, went straight to the door and out through it. Just 
after that Maturette returned to his bed without speaking to 
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us. To cut it short, the next day was the same, only at midnight. 
Everything was set up: the Arab would come exactly when 
the kid said. 

On 27 November 1933 there were two bed-legs ready to be 
removed and used as clubs, and at four o’clock in the afternoon 
I was waiting for a note from Sierra. Chatal, the attendant, 
appeared: he had nothing in writing: he just said to me, ‘Fran- 
cois Sierra told me to say Jesus is waiting for you at the place 
you know. Good luck.’ 

At eight that night Maturette said to the Arab, ‘Come after 
midnight, because that way we «an stay longer together.’ 

The Arab said he’d come after midnight. Dead on midnight 
we were ready. The Arab came in at about a quarter past 
twelve; he went straight to Maturette’s bed, tweaked his foot 
and went on to the lavatory. Maturette went in after him. I 
wrenched the leg off my bed: it made a little noise as it lurched 
over. No sound from Clousiot’s. I was to stand behind the 
lavatory door and Clousiot was to walk towards it to attract 
the Arab’s attention. There was a twenty-minutes’ wait and 
then everything moved very fast. The Arab came out of the 
lavatory and, surprised at seeing Clousiot, said, ‘What are you 
doing here in the middle of the ward at this time of night? 
Get back to bed.’ 

At that moment I hit him on the back of the neck and he 
dropped without a sound. Quickly I put on his clothes and 
shoes: we dragged him under a bed, and before shoving him 
completely out of sight I gave him another crack on the nape. 
That put paid to him. 

Not a single one of the eighty men in the ward had stirred. 
I went quickly towards the door, followed by Clousiot and 
Maturette, both of them in their shirts. I knocked. The warder 
opened. I brought my iron down on his head. The other, oppo- 
site him, dropped his rifle: he’d <ertainly been asleep. Before 
he could move I knocked him out. My two never uttered: 
Clousiot’s went ‘Ah!’ before he dropped. My two stayed there 
in their chairs, stunned. The third was stretched out on the 
floor. We held our breath. It seemed to us that everybody must 
have heard that ‘Ah!’ It had indeed been pretty loud; and yet 
nobody moved. 

We didn’t heave them into the ward: we went straight off 
with the three rifles. Clousiot first, then the kid, then me: down 
the stairs, half-lit by a lantern. Clousiot had dropped his iron; 
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I still had mine in my left hand, and in my right the rifle. At 
the bottom of the stairs, nothing. Ink-black night all round us. 
We had to look hard to make out the wall over on the river 
side. We hurried towards it. Once we were there, I bent down. 
Clousiot climbed up, straddled the top, hauled Maturette up 
and then me. We let ourselves drop into the darkness on the 
far side. Clousiot fell badly into a hole, twisting his foot. 
Maturette and I landed properly. We two got up: we had left 
the rifles before we went over. Clousiot tried to get to his feet 
but couldn’t: he said his leg was broken. I left Maturette with 
Clousiot and ran towards the corner of the wall, feeling it all 
the way with my hand. It was so dark that when I got to the 
end of the wall I didn’t know it, and with my hand reaching 
out into emptiness I fell flat on my face. Over on the river 
side I heard a voice saying, ‘Is that you?’ 

“Yes. That Jesus?’ 

‘Yes.’ He flicked a match for half a second. I fixed his 
position, plunged in and swam to him. There were two of them 
in the boat. 

“You in first. Which are you?’ 

‘Papillon.’ 

‘Good.’ 

‘Jesus, we must pull upstream. My friend’s broken his leg 
jumping off the wall.’ 

‘Take this paddle, then, and shove.’ 

The three paddles dug into the water and the light boat shot 
across the hundred yards between us and the place where I 
supposed the others were — you could see nothing. I called, 
‘Clousiot!’ 

‘For Christ’s sake shut up! Fatgut, flick your lighter.’ Sparks 
flashed: they saw it. Clousiot whistled between his teeth the 
way they do in Lyons; it’s a whistle that makes no noise at 
all but that you hear very clearly. You’d say it was a snake 
hissing. He kept up this whistling all the time, and it led us 
to him. Fatgut got out, took Clousiot in his arms and put him 
into the boat. Then Maturette got in and then Fatgut. There 
were five of us and the water came to within two inches of 
the gunwale. 

‘Don’t anyone move without saying,’ said Jesus. ‘Papillon, 
stop paddling. Put the paddle across your knees. Fatgut, 
shove!’ And quickly, helped by the current, the boat plunged 
into the night. 
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Half a mile lower down, when we passed the prison, ill-lit 
by the current from a third-rate dynamo, we were in the middle 
of the river and the tide was tearing us along at an unbelievable 
rate. Fatgut had stopped paddling. Only Jesus had his out, with 
its handle tight against his thigh, just to keep the boat steady. 
He was not rowing at all, only steering. 

Jesus said, ‘Now we can talk and have a smoke. I think 
we’ ve brought it off. Are you certain you didn’t kill anyone?’ 

‘I don’t think so.’ 

‘Christ, Jesus, you’ ve double-crossed me!’ said Fatgut. “You 
told me it was a harmless little break and no fuss, and now it 
turns out to be an internees’ break, from what I can gather.’ 

“Yes, they’re internees. I didn’t feel like telling you, Fatgut, 
or you wouldn’t have helped me: and I needed someone. But 
why should you worry? If we’re shopped I’ll take it all on 
myself.’ 

‘That’s the right way of looking at it, Jesus. I don’t want 
to risk my head for the hundred francs you’ ve paid me; nor a 
lifer if there’s anyone wounded.’ 

I said, ‘Fatgut, I’ give you a present of a thousand francs 
between you.’ 

‘OK, then, brother. That sounds like a square deal to me. 
Thanks, because we starve to death there in the village. It’s 
worse being outside than in. If you’re in, at least you can fill 
your belly every day; and they find you in clothes.’ 

‘It doesn’t hurt you too much, mate?’ said Jesus to Clousiot. 

‘It’s all right,’ said Clousiot. ‘But what are we going to do, 
Papillon, with my leg broken?’ 

“We’ll see. Where we going, Jesus?’ 

‘I’m going to hide you in a creek twenty miles from the 
mouth of the river. There you can lie up for a week and let 
the worst of the warders’ and trackers’ hunt blow over. You 
must give them the idea you went right down the Maroni and 
out to sea this very night. The trackers go in boats with no 
motor, and they’re the most dangerous. If they’re on the watch, 
it can be fatal to you to talk or cough or have a fire. As for 
the screws, they’re in motor-boats that are too big to go up 
the creeks — they’d run aground.’ 

The darkness was lessening. For a long time we searched 
for a landmark known only to Jesus, and it was almost four 
o’clock before we found it: ther. we literally went right into 
the bush. The boat flattened the small undergrowth, which 
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straightened up again behind us, making a very thick protective 
curtain. You had to be a wizard to know whether there was 
enough water to float a boat. We went in, pushing aside the 
branches that barred our passage and thrusting into the bush 
for more than an hour. All at once we were there, in a kind 
of canal, and we stopped. There was clean grass on the bank; 
and now, at six o’clock, the light did not penetrate the leaves 
of the huge trees. Beneath this impressive roof there were the 
sounds of hundreds of creatures quite unknown to us. Jesus 
said, ‘Here is where you have to wait for a week. I'll come 
on the seventh day and bring you food.’ From under the thick 
vegetation he pulled a very small canoe, about six feet long. 
Two paddles in it. This was the craft he was going back to 
Saint-Laurent in, on the flood-tide. 

Now we took care of Clousiot, who was lying there on the 
bank. He was still in his shirt, so his legs were bare. We 
trimmed dry branches with the axe, making splints of them. 
Fatgut heaved on his foot; Clousiot sweated hard and then at 
a given moment he cried, ‘Stop! It hurts less in this position, 
so the bone must be in its right place.’ We put on the splints 
and tied them with new hemp cord from the boat. His pain 
was eased. Jesus had bought four pairs of trousers, four shirts 
and four relégués’ woollen lumber-jackets. Maturette and 
Clousiot put them on: I stayed in the Arab’s clothes. We had 
a tot of rum. This was the second bottle since we left — it 
warmed us, which was a good thing. The mosquitoes did not 
give us a moment’s peace: we had to sacrifice a packet of 
tobacco. We put it to soak in a calabash and smeared the 
nicotine-juice over our faces, hands and feet. The woollen 
jackets were splendid; they kept us warm in spite of this pen- 
etrating damp. 

Fatgut said, ‘We’re off. What about this thousand francs 
you promised?’ I went behind a bush and came back with a 
brand-new thousand note. 

‘Be seeing you. Don’t stir from here for eight days,’ said 
Jesus. ‘We’ll come on the seventh. The eighth you can get out 
to sea. Meanwhile make the mainsail and jib; put the boat to 
rights, everything in its place. Fix the pintle — the rudder’s not 
shipped. If we don’t come within ten days, it means we’ve 
been arrested in the village. As there was an attack on a warder, 
which adds some spice to the break, there will surely be the 
most God-almighty bleeding rampage about it all.’ 
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Clousiot had told us he didn’t leave the rifle at the bottom 
of the wall. He had flung it over, and the water was so close 
(which he hadn’t known) that it must certainly have gone into 
the river. Jesus said that was fine, because if it was not found 
the trackers were going to think we were armed. And since 
they were the really dangerous ones, we should therefore have 
nothing to be afraid of. Because they only had a revolver and 
a jungle-knife and if they thought we had rifles, they would 
never risk it. 

Good-bye. Good-bye. If we were found and we had to leave 
the boat, we should go up the little stream as far as the dry 
bush and then steer by compass, always keeping north. In 
two or three days’ march we were likely to come across the 
death-camp called Charvin. There we should have to pay some- 
one to tell Jesus we were in such and such a place. The two 
old lags pushed off. A few moments later their canoe had 
vanished: we neither heard nor saw anything more at all. 

Daylight comes into the bush in a very special way. You 
would think you were in an arcade whose top caught the sun 
and never let a single ray make its way down to the bottom. 
It began to grow hot. And now here we were, Maturette, 
Clousiot and me, quite alone. Our first reaction was to laugh 
— the whole thing had run on oiled wheels. The only hitch 
was Clousiot’s broken leg, though he said himself that now it 
was held between flat pieces of wood, it was all right. We 
could brew the coffee straight away. This we did very quickly, 
making a fire and drinking a great mug of black coffee apiece, 
sweetened with brown sugar. It was marvellous. We had used 
ourselves up so much since the evening before that we hadn’t 
the energy to look at the things or to inspect the boat. We’d 
see to all that later. We were free, free, free. Exactly thirty- 
seven days had passed since I reached Guiana. If we brought 
this break off, my lifer wouldn’t have been a very long one. 
I said aloud, ‘Monsieur le Président, how many years does 
penal servitude for life last in France?’ and I burst out laughing. 
So did Maturette — he had a lifer too. Clousiot said, ‘don’t crow 
too soon. Colombia’s a long way off, and this hollowed-out 
tree-trunk doesn’t seem to me much of a thing to go to sea 
in.” 

I did not reply, because to tell the truth until the last moment 
I had thought it was just the canoe meant to take us to the 
real boat, the boat for the sea voyage. When I found I was 
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wrong, I did not like to say anything, so as not to discourage 
my friends in the first place, and in the second not to give 
Jesus the idea that I didn’t know what kind of boats were 
usually used for a break — he seemed to think it perfectly 
natural. 

We spent the first day talking and getting to know a little 
about the bush — it was completely strange to us. Monkeys 
and squirrels of some kind flung themselves about overhead 
in the most astonishing way. A herd of peccaries came down 
to drink: they are a kind of small wild pig. There were at least 
two thousand of them. They plunged into the creek and swam 
about, tearing off the hanging roots. An alligator emerged from 
God knows where and caught one pig by the foot: it started 
to shriek and squeal like a steam-engine, and all the others 
rushed at the alligator, clambering on to it and trying to bite 
the corners of its enormous mouth. At every blow of the 
alligator’s tail a pig flew into the air, one to the left, the next 
to the right. One pig was stunned and it floated there, belly 
up. Instantly its companions ate it. The creek was red with 
blood. This scene lasted twenty minutes and then the alligator 
escaped into the water. We never saw it again. 

We slept well, and in the morning we made our coffee. I 
took off my jacket so as to wash with a big bar of common 
soap we found in the boat. Using my scalpel, Maturette shaved 
me, more or less, and then he shaved Clousiot. He himself 
had no beard. When I picked up my jacket to put it on again, 
a huge, hairy, blackish-purple spider fell out. Its hairs were 
very long and each ended in a little shining ball. The monstrous 
thing must have weighed at least a pound: I squashed it, feeling 
disgusted. We took everything out of the boat, including the 
little water-barrel. 'The water was violet, and it seemed to me 
Jesus had put in too much permanganate to make it keep. 
There were well-corked bottles with matches and strikers. The 
compass was only a schoolboy’s job — it just gave north, south, 
east and west: no graduations. The mast was no more than 
eight feet long, so we sewed the flour-sacks into a lug-sail 
with a border of rope to strengthen it. And I made a little 
triangular jib to help make the boat lie close. 

When we stepped the mast I found the boat’s bottom was 
not sound: the slot for the mast was eaten away and badly 
worn. When I put in the spikes for the hinges that were to 
hold the rudder, they went in as if the hull were butter. The 
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boat was rotten. That sod Jesus was sending us to our death. 
Very unwittingly I explained all this to the others: I had no 
right to hide it from them. What were we going to do about 
it? Make Jesus find us a sounder boat when he came, that’s 
what. We’d take his weapons from him, and carrying a knife 
and the axe I’d go to the village with him and look for another 
boat. It was a great risk to take; but not so great as putting to 
sea in a coffin. The stores were all right: there was a wicker- 
covered bottle of oil and some tins full of manioc flour. We 
could go a long way on that. 

That morning we saw a wonderfully strange sight: a troop 
of grey-faced monkeys had a battle with monkeys whose faces 
were black and woolly. During the struggle Maturette came 
in for a piece of wood on the head that gave him a lump the 
size of a walnut. 

Now we had been there five days and four nights. Last night 
rain fell in torrents. We sheltered ourselves under wild banana 
leaves. Their shiny sides poured with water, but we were not 
wetted at all, only our feet. This morning, as we drank our 
coffee, I thought about Jesus’s wickedness. Taking advantage 
of our lack of experience to palm off this rotting boat on us! 
Just to save five hundred or a thousand francs he was sending 
three men to certain death. I wondered whether I shouldn’t 
kill him once I had forced him to get us another boat. 

Suddenly we were startled by a noise like jays, a shrieking 
so harsh and unpleasant that I told Maturette to take the jungle- 
knife and go and see what was up. Five minutes later he came 
back, beckoning. I followed him and we reached a spot about 
a hundred and fifty yards from the boat: hanging there I saw 
a great pheasant or wild-fowl, twice the size of a cock. It was 
caught in a noose and it was hanging by its foot from a branch. 
With one blow of the jungle-knif2 I took off its head, to stop 
its ghastly shrieks. I felt its weighit: it must have been at least 
ten pounds. It had spurs like a cock. We decided to eat it, but 
while we were thinking it over, it occurred to us that somebody 
must have set that snare and that there might be others. We 
went to have a look. When we were back there we found 
something very odd —- a positive fence or wall about a foot 
high, made of woven leaves and creepers, some ten yards from 
the creek. This barrier ran parallel with the water. Every now 
and then there was a gap, and in this gap, hidden by twigs, 
the end of a noose of brass wire fixed to a bent-over whippy 
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branch. I saw at once that the creature must come up against 
this hedge and then go along it, trying to get past. On finding 
the gap, it would pass through, but its feet would catch in the 
wire and spring the branch. Then there it would be, hanging 
in the air until the owner of the snares came to take it. 

This discovery worried us badly. The hedge seemed to be 
well kept, so it wasn’t old: and we were in danger of being 
found. We mustn’t light a fire in the daytime: but at night the 
hunter wouldn’t come. We decided to take it in turns to keep 
watch in the direction of the traps. We hid the boat under 
branches and all the stores in the bush. 

The next day at ten o’clock I was on guard. For supper we 
had eaten that pheasant or cock or whatever it was. The soup 
had done us an enormous amount of good, and although the 
meat was only boiled it was still delicious. We had each eaten 
two bowls full. So I was on guard: but I was so taken up with 
the goings-on of the huge black manioc ants, each carrying a 
piece of leaf to the enormous ant-hill, that I forgot to keep 
watch. These ants were close on an inch long and they stood 
high on their legs. Each one was carrying this enormous piece 
of leaf. I followed them to the plant they were stripping and 
I discovered the whole thing was thoroughly organized. First 
there were the cutters, who did nothing but get the pieces 
ready: they were working away on a gigantic leaf something 
like the ones on a banana palm, very skilfully and very quickly 
cutting off pieces all the same size, which they dropped to the 
ground. Down below there were ants of the same sort but 
slightly different. These ones had a grey stripe on the side of 
their jaws: and they stood in a half circle, supervising the 
carriers. The carriers came filing in from the right and they 
went off towards the left in the direction of the ant-hill. They 
snatched up their loads before getting into line, but sometimes, 
what with their hurry in trying to load and to get into position, 
there was a jam. Then the police-ants would step in and shove 
the workers into their proper places. I couldn’t understand the 
crime one worker nad committed, but she was brought out of 
the ranks and one police-ant bit off her head while another 
divided her body in two in the middle. The police-ants stopped 
two workers; they put down their loads, scratched a hole, 
buried the three parts of the ant — head, chest, bottom piece — 
and covered them over with earth. 
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Pigeon Island 


I was so taken up with watching these creatures and following 
the soldiers to see whether their policing went as far as the 
entrance to the ant-hill, that I was taken utterly by surprise 
when a voice said, ‘Don’t move or you’re a dead man. Turn 
round.’ 

It was a man bare from the waist up, wearing khaki shorts 
and long red leather boots. He had a double-barrelled gun in 
his hands. Medium-sized and thickset: sunburnt. He was bald 
and his eyes and nose were covered with a bright blue tattooed 
mask. And in the middle of his forehead there was a tattooed 
black-beetle. 

“You armed?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Alone?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘How many of you are there?’ 

“Three.” 

‘Take me to your friends.’ 

‘I wouldn’t like to do that: one has a rifle, and I wouldn’t 
like to get you killed before I know what you mean to do.’ 

‘Ah? Don’t you move an inch, then; and just you talk quiet. 
You’re the three guys that escaped from the hospital?’ 

“Yes.” 

“Which is Papillon?’ 

“That’s me.’ 

“Well then, I can tell you you’ ve stirred things up good and 
proper in the village, with your escape! Half the time-expired 
men are under arrest at the gendarmerie.’ He came towards 
me, and lowering his gun he stretched out his hand. ‘I’m the 
Masked Breton,’ he said. ‘You’ve heard of me?’ 

‘No, but I can see you’re not a tracker.’ 

‘You’re right there. I set traps round about here to catch 
hoccos. A jaguar must have eaten one for me, unless it was 
you guys.’ 

‘It was us.’ 

“You want some coffee?’ He had a thermos in a knapsack: 
he gave me a little and drank some himself. I said, ‘Come and 
see my friends.’ He came and sat down with us. He was 
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amused at my having pulled the rifle trick with him. He said, 
‘T fell for it, particularly as everyone knows you left carrying 
a gun, and there’s no tracker who’ll go after you.’ 

He told us he had been in Guiana twenty years and that 
he’d been free these last five. He was forty-five. Because of 
the silly caper of having had that mask tattooed on his face, 
life in France didn’t mean anything to him. He worshipped 
the bush and lived off it entirely — snakes’ and jaguars’ skins, 
butterfly collections, and above all catching live hoccos, the 
bird we’d eaten. He could sell them for two hundred or two 
hundred and fifty francs. I suggested paying for it, but he 
refused indignantly. This is what he told us: ‘The bird is a 
sort of wild bush cock. Of course, it’s never so much as seen 
an ordinary hen or a cock or a human being. Well, I catch 
one, I take it to the village and I sell it to someone who has 
a hen-run — they’re always in demand. Right. You don’t have 
to clip his wings, you don’t have to do anything at all: at 
nightfall you put him into the henhouse and when you open 
the door in the morning there he is, standing by, looking like 
he was counting the cocks and hens as they come out. He 
comes out after them, and although he eats alongside of them, 
all the time he’s watching — he looks up, he looks sideways 
and he looks into the bushes all round. There’s no watchdog 
to touch him. In the evening he stands there at the door and 
although no one can tell how, he knows if there’s a hen or 
two missing, and he goes and finds them. And whether it’s a 
cock or whether it’s a hen, he drives them in, pecking them 
like mad to teach them to keep an eye on the clock. He kills 
rats, snakes, shrews, spiders and centipedes; and a bird of prey 
has hardly appeared in the sky before he sends everyone off 
to hide in the grass while he stands there defying it. He never 
quits the hen-run for a moment.’ And this was the wonderful 
bird we had eaten like any common barnyard cock. 

The Masked Breton told us that Jesus, Fatgut and some 
thirty other freed men were in prison in the Saint-Laurent 
gendarmerie, being investigated to see whether any of them 
could be recognized as having been seen prowling about the 
building we escaped from. The Arab was in the black-hole of 
the gendarmerie. He was in solitary, accused of having helped 
us. The two blows that knocked him out had left no mark, 
whereas each of the screws had a little lump on the head. ‘For 
my part, I wasn’t interfered with at all, because everybody 
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knows I never have anything to do with preparing a break.’ 
He told us Jesus was a sod. When I spoke to him about the 
boat he asked to see it. He’d scarcely caught sight of it before 
he cried, ‘But the bastard was sending you to your death! This 
canoe could never live for an hour in the sea. The first wave 
of any size, and it’d split in two as it came down. Don’t go 
off in that thing — it’d be suicide.’ 

‘What can we do, then?’ 

‘Got any money?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Then I?ll tell you what to do: and what’s more, I’ll help 
you. You deserve it. You mustn’t go anywhere near the village 
— not at any price. To get hold of a decent boat you have to 
go to Pigeon Island. There are about two hundred lepers there. 
There’s no warder, and no healthy man ever goes, not even 
the doctor. At eight o’clock every day a boat takes food for 
twenty-four hours: uncooked food. A hospital orderly hands 
over a case of medicine to the two attendants, lepers them- 
selves, who look after the patients. No one sets foot on the 
island, whether he’s warder, tracker or priest. The lepers live 
in little straw huts they make themselves. They have a central 
building where they meet. They raise hens and ducks, and that 
helps them out with their rations. Officially they aren’t allowed 
to sell anything off the island, so they have an illicit trade 
with Saint-Laurent, Saint-Jean and the Chinese of Albina in 
Dutch Guiana. They’re all dangerous murderers. They don’t 
often kill one another but they do a fair amount of villainy 
when they get out of the island on the quiet — they go back 
and hide there when it’s over. They have some boats stolen 
from the nearby village for these excursions. Possessing a boat 
is the worst crime they can commit. The warders fire on any 
canoe that comes or goes from Pigeon Island. So the lepers 
sink their boats, filling them with stones: when they need one 
they dive down, take out the stones, and the boat comes up. 
There are all kinds on the island, every colour and nation and 
from every part of France. What it comes to is this — your 
canoe is only any use to you on the Maroni, and without much 
in it, at that. To get out to sea, you’ve got to find another boat, 
and the best place for that is Pigeon Island.’ 

‘How are we to set about it?’ 

‘This is how. I'll come with you up the river until we’re in 
sight of the island. You wouldn't find it, or at any rate you 
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might go wrong. It’s about a hundred miles from the mouth, 
so you have to go upstream again. It’s about thirty miles from 
Saint-Laurent. I’ll guide you in as close as I can and then I'll 
get into my canoe — we’ll tow it behind. Then, once on the 
island, it’s all up to you.’ 

“Why won’t you come on to the island with us?’ 

‘Ma Doué,’ said the Breton, ‘I just set foot on the landing 
stage one day, the jetty where the official boats come in. Just 
once. It was in full daylight, but even so, what I saw was quite 
enough for me. No, Papi: I’ll never set foot on that island 
again in my life. Anyhow, I’d never be able to hide my disgust 
at being near them, talking to them, dealing with them. I’d do 
more harm than good.’ 

“When do we go?’ 

‘At nightfall.’ 

‘What’s the time now, Breton?’ 

‘Three o’clock.’ 

‘OK. I'll get a little sleep.’ 

‘No. You’ve got to load everything properly aboard your 
canoe.’ 

‘Nothing of the sort. I'l] go with the empty canoe and then 
come back for Clousiot. He can stay here with the things.’ 

‘Impossible. You’d never be able to find the place again, 
even in the middle of the day. And you must never, never be 
on the river in daylight. The search for you isn’t over, so don’t 
think that. The river is still very dangerous.’ 

Evening came. He brought his canoe and we tied it behind 
ours. Clousiot lay next to the Breton, who took the steering 
paddle, and then came Maturette, and then me in front. We 
made our slow way out of the creek and when we came into 
the river, night was just about to come down. Over towards the 
sea a huge brownish-red sun lit up the horizon. The countless 
fireworks of an enormous display fought to be the most brilli- 
ant, redder than the red, yellower than the yellow, more fan- 
tastically striped where the colours were mixed. Ten miles 
away, we could distinctly make out the estuary of the splendid 
river as it ran gleaming pink and silver into the sea. 

The Breton said, ‘It’s the last of the ebb. In an hour we 
should feel the flood-tide: we’ll make use of it to run up the 
Maroni: the current will take us up without any effort, and 
we'll reach the island pretty soon.’ The darkness came down 
in a single sweep. 
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‘Give way,’ said the Breton. “Paddle hard and get into the 
middle of the stream. Don’t smoke.’ The paddles dug into the 
water and we moved quite fast across the current. Shoo, shoo, 
shoo. The Breton and I kept stroke beautifully; Maturette did 
his best. The nearer we got to the middle of the river the more 
we felt the thrust of the tide. We slid on rapidly, and every 
half hour we felt the difference. The tide grew in strength, 
pushing us faster and faster. Six hours later we were very close 
to the island and heading straight for it — a great patch of 
darkness almost in the middle of the river, slightly to the right. 
‘That’s it,’ said the Breton in a low voice. The night was not 
very dark, but it would have been almost impossible to see us 
from any distance because of the mist over the face of the 
water. We came closer. When the outline of the rocks was 
clearer, the Breton got into his canoe and cast off quickly, just 
murmuring, ‘Good luck, you guvs.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘Think nothing of it.’ 

As the boat no longer had the Breton steering it, we went 
straight for the island, drifting sideways. I tried to straighten 
out, turning it right round, but I made a mess of it and the 
current thrust us deep into the vegetation overhanging the 
water. We came in with such force, in spite of my braking 
with my paddle, that if we had hit a rock instead of leaves 
and branches the canoe would have been smashed and every- 
thing lost — stores, food, the lot. Maturette jumped into the 
water and heaved; we slid under a huge clump of bushes. He 
pulled and pulled and we tied the boat to a branch. We had a 
shot of rum and then I climbed the bank alone, leaving my 
two friends in the boat. 

I went along with the compass in my hand, breaking several 
branches as I went, tying on scraps of flour-sack that I 
had put aside before we left. ] saw a lighter patch in the 
darkness and then all at once I made out three huts and heard 
the sound of voices. I went forward, and as I had no idea 
how to make myself known, I decided to let them find me. I 
lit a cigarette. The moment the match sparked a little dog 
rushed out, barking and jumping up to bite my legs. ‘Christ, 
I hope it’s not a leper,’ I thought. ‘Don’t be a fool: dogs don’t 
get leprosy.’ 

“‘Who’s there? Who is it? Marcel, is that you?’ 

‘It’s a guy on the run.’ 
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“What are you doing here? Trying to knock something off? 
Do you think we’ve got anything to spare?’ 

‘No. I want help.’ 

‘For free or for cash?’ 

“You shut your bloody trap, La Chouette.’ Four shadows 
came out of the hut. ‘Come forward slowly, brother. I'll bet 
any money you’re the character with the rifle. If you’ve got 
it with you, put it down: there’s nothing to be afraid of here.’ 

‘Yes, that’s me. But the rifle’s not here.’ I walked forward; 
I was close to them; it was dark and I could not make out 
their faces. Like a fool I held out my hand: nobody took it. 
Too late I grasped that this was the wrong move here — they 
didn’t want to infect me. 

‘Let’s go into the hut,’ said La Chouette. It was lit by an 
oil lamp standing cn the table. ‘Sit down.’ 

I took a straw chair without a back. La Chouette lit three 
other lamps and set one on the table just in front of me. The 
wick gave off a sickening reek — the smell of coconut-oil. I 
sat there: the five others stood. I couldn’t make out their faces. 
Mine was litup by the lamp, which was what they had wanted. 
The voice that had told La Chouette to shut up said, ‘L’ Angu- 
ille, go to the house and ask if they want us to take him there. 
Come back with the answer quick, particularly if Toussaint 
says yes. We can’t give you anything to drink here, mate, 
unless you’d like a raw egg.’ He pushed a plaited basket full 
of eggs towards me. 

‘No, thanks.’ 

Very close to me on my right one of them sat down and it 
was then that I saw my first leper’s face. It was horrible and 
I made an effort not to turn away or show what I felt. His 
nose, flesh and bone, was entirely eaten away: a hole right in 
the middle of his face. I mean a hole, not two. Just one hole, 
as big as a two-franc piece. On the right-hand side his lower 
lip was eaten away, and three very long yellow teeth showed 
in the shrunken gum: you could see them go into the naked 
bone of the upper jaw. Only one ear. He put his bandaged 
hand on the table. It was his right hand. In the two fingers 
that he still had on the other he held a long, fat cigar: he must 
certainly have rolled it himself from a half-cured leaf, for it 
was greenish. He had an eyelid only on his left eye: the right 
had none, and a deep wound ran upwards from the eye into 
his thick grey hair. In a hoarse voice he said,.‘We’ll help you, 
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mate: you mustn’t stay in Guiana long enough to get the way 
I am. I don’t want that.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘They call me Jean sans Peur: I’m from Paris. I was better 
looking, healthier and stronger than you when I reached the 
settlement. Ten years, and now look at me.’ 

‘Don’t they give you any treatment?’ 

“Yes, they do. I’ve been better since I started chaulmoogra 
oil injections. Look.’ He turned his head and showed me the 
left side. ‘It’s drying up here.’ 

I had an overwhelming feeling of pity and to show my 
friendliness I put my hand up towards his left cheek. He started 
back and said, ‘Thanks for meaning to touch me. But don’t 
ever touch a sick man, and don’t eat or drink out of his bowl.’ 
This was still the only leper’s face I had seen — the only one 
who had the courage to bear my looking at him. 

“Where’s this character you’re talking about?’ The shadow 
of a man only just bigger than a dwarf appeared in the doorway. 
‘Toussaint and the others want to see him. Bring him over.’ 

Jean sans Peur stood up and said, ‘Follow me.’ We all went 
out into the darkness, four or five in front, me next to Jean 
sans Peur, the rest behind. In three minutes we reached a broad 
open place, a sort of square, which was lit by a scrap of moon. 
This was the flat topmost point of the island. A house in the 
middle. Light coming out of two windows. About twenty men 
waiting for us in front of the door: we went towards them. As 
we reached the door they stood aside to let us go through. It 
was a room some thirty feet lonz and twelve wide with a log 
fire burning in a kind of fireplace made of four huge stones 
all the same height. The place was lit by two big hurricane 
lamps. An ageless man with a white face sat there on a stool. 
Five or six others on a bench behind him. He had black eyes 
and he said to me. ‘I’m Toussaint the Corsican: and you must 
be Papillon.’ 

“Yes.” 

‘News travels fast in the settlement; as fast as you move 
yourself. Where have you put the rifle?’ 

“We tossed it into the river.’ 

“Where?” 

‘Opposite the hospital wall, just where we jumped.’ 

‘So it could be got at?’ 

T think so; the water’s not deep there.’ 
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‘How do you know?’ 

“We had to get in to carry my wounded friend into the boat.’ 

‘What’s wrong with him?’ 

‘A broken leg.’ 

‘What have you done about it?’ 

‘I’ve split branches down the middle and put a kind of cage 
round his leg.’ 

‘Does it hurt?’ 

“Yes.” 

“Where is he?’ 

‘In the canoe.’ 

“You said you’d come for help. What sort of help?’ 

‘A boat.’ 

“You want us to let you have a boat?’ 

‘Yes. I’ve got money to pay for it.’ 

‘OK. Ill sell you mine. It’s a splendid boat, quite new — I 
stole it only last week in Albina. Boat? It’s not a boat: it’s a 
liner. There’s only one thing it lacks, and that’s a keel. It 
hasn’t got one: but we’ll put one on for you in a couple of 
hours. There’s everything there — a rudder and its tiller, a 
thirteen-foot iron-wood mast and a brand-new canvas sail. 
What’ll you give me?’ 

“You name a price. I don’t know the value of things here.’ 

‘Three thousand francs, if you can pay it: if not, go and 
fetch the rifle tomorrow night and we’ll do a swap.’ 

‘No. I’d rather pay.’ 

‘OK, it’s a deal. La Puce, let’s have some coffee.’ 

La Puce, the near-dwarf, who had come for me, went to a 
plank fixed to the wall over the fire, took down a mess-tin 
shining with cleanliness and newness, poured coffee into it 
from a bottle and set it on the fire. After a while he took it 
off, poured coffee into various mugs standing by the stones 
for Toussaint to pass to the men behind him, and gave me the 
mess-tin, saying ‘Don’t be afraid of drinking. This one’s for 
visitors only. No sick man ever uses it.’ 

I took the bowl, drank, and then rested it on my knee. As 
I did so I noticed a finger sticking to its side. I was beginning 
to grasp the situation when La Puce said, ‘Hell, I’ve lost 
another finger. Where the devil can it have got to?’ 

‘Here it is,’ I said, showing him the tin. He picked off the 
finger, threw it in the fire and gave me back the bowl. 

‘It’s all right to drink,’ he said, ‘because I’ve only got dry 
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leprosy. I come to pieces spare part by spare part, but I don’t 
rot — I’m not catching.’ 

I smelt burning meat. I thought, “That must be the finger.’ 

Toussaint said, ‘You’ll have to spend the whole day here 
until the evening ebb. You must go and tell your friends. Carry 
the one with the broken leg up to a hut, empty the canoe and 
sink it. There’s no one here can give you a hand — you know 
why, of course.’ 

I hurried back to the others. We lifted Clousiot out and then 
carried him to a hut. An hour later everything was out of the 
canoe and carefully arranged on the ground. La Puce asked 
for the canoe and a paddle as a present. I gave it to him and 
he went off to sink it in a place he knew. The night passed 
quickly. We were all three of us in the hut, lying on new 
blankets sent by Toussaint. They reached us still wrapped in 
their strong backing paper. Stretched out there at my ease. I 
told Clousiot and Maturette the details of what had happened 
since I went ashore and about the deal I had made with Tous- 
saint. Then, without thinking, Clousiot said a stupid thing. ‘So 
the break’s costing six thousand five hundred. I'll give you 
half, Papillon — I mean the three thousand francs that I have.’ 

‘We don’t want to muck about with accounts like a bunch 
of bank-clerks. So long as I’ve got the cash, I pay. After that 
— well, we’ll see.’ 

None of the lepers came into the hut. Day broke, and Tous- 
saint appeared. ‘Good morning. You can go out without worry- 
ing. No one can come on you unexpectedly here. Up a 
coconut-palm on the top of the island there’s a guy watching 
to see if there are any screws’ baats on the river. There’s none 
in sight. So long as that bit of white cloth is up there, it means 
no boats. If he sees anything he’ll come down and say. You 
can pick papayas yourselves ancl eat them, if you like.’ 

I said, ‘Toussaint, what about the keel?’ 

“We’ll make it out of a plank from the infirmary door. 
That’s heavy snake-wood. Two planks will do the job. We 
took advantage of the night to haul the boat up to the top. 
Come and have a look.’ We went. It was a splendid sixteen-foot 
boat, quite new, with two thwarts — one had a hole for the 
mast. It was so heavy that Maturette and I had a job turning 
it over. The sail and rigging were brand-new. There were rings 
in the sides to lash things to, such as the water-barrel. We set 
to work. By noon a keel, deepening as it ran aft, was firmly 
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fixed with long screws and the four spikes I had with me. 

Standing there in a ring, the lepers silently watched us work. 
Toussaint told us how to set about it and we followed his 
instructions. Toussaint’s face looked natural enough — no bad 
places on it. But when he spoke you noticed that only one 
half of his face moved, the left half. He told me that; and he 
also told me he had dry leprosy. His chest and his right arm 
were paralysed too. and he was expecting his right leg to go 
presently. His right eye was as set as one made of glass: it 
could see, but not move. I won’t give any of the lepers’ names. 
Maybe those who knew or loved them were never told the 
hideous way they rotted alive. 

As I worked I talked to Toussaint. No one else said a word. 
Except once, when I was just going to pick up some hinges 
they had wrenched off a piece of furniture in the infirmary to 
strengthen the hold of the keel: one said, ‘Don’t take them yet. 
Leave them there. [ cut myself getting one off, and although 
I wiped it there’s still a little blood.’ Another leper poured 
rum over the hinge and lit it twice. ‘Now you can use it,’ he 
said. 

During our work Toussaint said to one of the lepers, ‘You’ ve 
escaped a good many times; tell Papillon just what he ought 
to do, since none of these three has ever made a break.’ 

Straight away the leper began, ‘The ebb will start very early 
this afternoon. The tide’ll change at three. By nightfall, about 
six o’clock, youll have a very strong run that’ll take you to 
about sixty miles from the mouth of the river in less than three 
hours. When you have to pull in, it’l] be about nine. You must 
tie up good and solid to a tree in the bush during the six hours 
of flood: that brings you to three in the morning. Don’t set off 
then, though, because the ebb doesn’t run fast enough. Get 
out into the middle at say half past four. You’l] have an hour 
and a half to cover the thirty odd miles before sunrise. Every- 
thing depends on that hour and a half. At six o’clock, when 
the sun comes up, you have to be out at sea. Even if the screws 
do see you, they can’t follow, because they’d reach the bar at 
the mouth of the river just as the flood begins. They can’t get 
over it, and you’ll already be across. You’ve got to have that 
lead of half a mile when they see you — it’s life or death. 
There’s only one sail here. What did you have on the canoe?’ 

‘Mainsail and jib.’ 

‘This is a heavy boat: it'll stand two jibs — a staysail and 
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an outer jib to keep her bows well up. Go out of the river with 
everything set. There are always heavy seas at the mouth there, 
and you want to take them head on. Make your friends lie 
down in the bottom to keep her steady and get a good grip on 
the tiller. Don’t tie the sheet to your leg, but pass it through 
that fairlead and hold it with a turn round your wrist. If you 
see that the wind and a heavy sea are going to lay you right 
over, let everything go and you’]] straighten up right away. If 
that happens, don’t you stop, but let the mainsail spill the wind 
and carry right on with the jib and staysail full. When you’re 
out in the blue water you’ll have time enough to put it all to 
rights — not before that. Do you know your course?’ 

‘No. All I know is that Venezuela and Colombia lie 
north-west.’ 

‘That’s right; but take care not to be forced back on shore. 
Dutch Guiana, on the other side of the river, hands escaped 
men back, and so does British Guiana. Trinidad doesn’t, but 
they make you leave in a fortnight. Venezuela returns you, 
after you’ve worked on the roads for a year or two.’ 

I listened as hard as I could. He told me he went off from 
time to time, but since he was a leper everybody sent him 
away at once. He admitted he had never been farther than 
Georgetown, in British Guiana. Flis leprosy could only be seen 
on his feet, which had lost all their toes. He was barefoot. 
Toussaint told me to repeat all the advice I had been given, 
and I did so without making a mistake. At this point Jean sans 
Peur said, ‘How long ought he to sail out to sea?’ 

I answered first, ‘Ill steer north-north-east for three days. 
Reckoning the leeway that’ll make dead north. Then the fourth 
day I’ll head north-west, which will come to true west.’ 

‘That’s right,’ said the leper. ‘Last time I only stood out 
two days, so I ended up in British Guiana. With three days 
standing on, you’ll go north past Trinidad or Barbados, and 
then you go right by Venezuela without noticing it and land 
up in Curacao or Colombia.’ 

Jean sans Peur said, “Toussaint, what did you sell your boat 
for?’ 

‘Three thousand,’ said Toussaint. ‘Was that dear?’ 

‘No, that wasn’t why I asked. Just to know, that’s all. Can 
you pay, Papillon?’ 

‘Yes.’ ; 

‘Will you have any money left?’ 
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‘No. That’s all we’ve got — exactly the three thousand my 
friend Clousiot has on him.’ 

‘Toussaint,’ said Jean sans Peur, ‘Ill let you have my 
revolver. I’d like to help these guys. What’ll you give me for 
it?’ 

‘A thousand francs,’ said Toussaint. ‘I’d like to help them 
too.’ 

‘Thanks for everything,’ said Maturette, looking at Jean sans 
Peur. 

‘Thanks,’ said Clousiot. 

Now I was ashamed of having lied and I said, ‘No. I can’t 
take it. There’s no reason why you should give us 
anything.’ 

He looked at me and said, ‘Yes, there is a reason all right. 
Three thousand francs is a lot of money; but even so, Tous- 
saint’s dropping two thousand at least on the deal, because 
it’s a hell of a good boat he’s letting you have. There’s no 
reason why I shouldn’t do something for you too.’ 

And then something very moving happened. La Chouette 
put a hat on the ground and the lepers began throwing notes 
or coins into it. Lepers appeared from everywhere, and every 
one of them put something in. I was overcome with shame. 
Yet it just wasn’t possible to say I still had money left. Christ, 
what was I to do? Here was this great-hearted conduct and I 
was behaving like a shit. I said, ‘Please, please don’t sacrifice 
all this.’ A coal-black Negro, terribly mutilated — two stumps 
for hands, no fingers at all — said, ‘We don’t use the money 
for living. Don’t be ashamed to take it. We only use it for 
gambling or for stuffing the leper-women who come over from 
Albina now and then.’ What he said was a relief to me and it 
stopped me confessing I still had some money. 

The lepers had boiled two hundred eggs. They brought them 
in a wooden box with a red cross on it. It was the box they 
had had that moming with the day’s medicines. They also 
brought two live turtles weighing at least half a hundredweight 
each, carefully laid on their backs, tobacco in leaves and two 
bottles full of matches and strikers; a sack of at least a hundred- 
weight of rice, two bags of charcoal; the Primus from the 
infirmary and a wicker bottle of paraffin. The whole com- 
munity, all these terribly unfortunate men, felt for us; they all 
wanted to help us succeed. Anyone would have said this was 
their escape rather than ours. We hauled the boat down near 
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to the place where we had landed. They counted the money 
in the hat: eight hundred and ten francs. I only had to give 
Toussaint one thousand two hundred. Clousiot passed me his 
charger. I opened it there in front of everybody. It held a 
thousand-franc note and four five hundreds. I gave Toussaint 
one thousand five hundred. He gave me three hundred change 
and then he said, ‘Here. Take the revolver — it’s a present. 
You’re staking everything you’ ve got, and it mustn’t go wrong 
at the last moment just for want of a weapon. I hope you won’t 
have to use it.’ 

I didn’t know how to say thank you, to Toussaint first and 
then to all the others. The medical orderly had put up a little 
tin with cotton-wool, alcohol, aspirin, bandages, iodine, a pair 
of scissors and some sticking-plaster. Another leper brought 
two slim, well-planed pieces of wood and two strips of antisep- 
tic binding still in its packet, perfectly new. They were a 
present so that I could change Clousiot’s splints. 

About five it began to rain. Jean sans Peur said, ‘You’re 
lucky. There’s no danger of your being seen, so you can get 
off right away and gain at least half an hour. That way you’ll 
be nearer the mouth when you start again at half-past four in 
the morning.’ 

‘How shall I know the time?’ I asked him. 

‘The tide’ll tell you, coming in or out.’ 

We launched the boat. It was not like the canoe at all. Even 
with us and all our things aboard, the gunwale was a good 
eighteen inches from the water. The mast, wrapped in the sail, 
lay flat fore and aft, because we were not to put it up until we 
were about to run out of the river. We shipped the rudder, 
with its safety-bar and tiller, and put a pad of creepers for me 
to sit on. We made a comfortable place in the bottom of the 
boat with the blankets for Clousiot, who had not wanted to 
have his bandages changed. He lay at my feet, between me 
and the water-barrel. Maturette was in the bottom too, but up 
forward. Straight away I had a feeling of safety and solidity 
that I had never had in the canoe. 

It was still raining. I was to go down the middle of the 
river, but rather to the left, over on the Dutch side. Jean sans 
Peur said, ‘Good-bye. Push off quick.’ 

‘Good luck,’ said Toussaint, and he gave the boat a great 
shove with his foot. 

‘Thanks, Toussaint. Thanks, Jean. Thanks, everybody, 
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thanks a thousand times over!’ And we vanished at great speed, 
swept along by the ebb-tide that had begun quite two and a 
half hours ago and that was now running at an unbelievable 
pace. 

It rained steadily: we couldn’t see ten yards in front of us. 
There were two little islands lower down, so Maturette leant 
out over the bows, staring ahead so we shouldn’t run on their 
rocks. Night fell. For a moment we were half caught in the 
branches of a big tree that was going down the river with us, 
but fortunately not quite so fast. We quickly got free and 
carried on at something like twenty miles an hour. We smoked: 
we drank rum. The lepers had given us half a dozen of those 
straw-covered Chianti bottles, but filled with tafia. It was odd, 
but not one of us mentioned the hideous mutilations we had 
seen among the lepers. The only thing we talked about was 
their kindness, their generosity, their straightness and our good 
luck in having met the Masked Breton, who took us to Pigeon 
Island. It rained harder and harder and I was wet through: but 
those woollen jackets were such good quality they kept you 
warm even when they were soaked. We were not cold. The 
only thing was my hand on the tiller — the rain made it go 
stiff. 

“We’re running at more than twenty-five miles an hour now,’ 
said Maturette, ‘How long do you think we’ ve been gone for?’ 

‘T’ll tell you,’ said Clousiot. ‘Just a moment. Three and a 
quarter hours.’ 

‘Are you crazy, man? How can you possibly tell?’ 

‘I’ve been counting ever since we left and at each three 
hundred seconds I’ve torn off a piece of cardboard. There’re 
thirty-nine bits now. At five minutes a go, that makes three 
hours and a quarter. Unless I’ve got it wrong, in fifteen or 
twenty minutes we shan’t be running down any more, but 
going back to where we came from.’ 

I thrust the tiller over to my right to slant across the stream 
and get into the bank on the Dutch side. Before we reached 
the shore the current had stopped. We were no longer going 
down; and we weren’t going up, either. It was still raining. 
We no longer smoked; we no longer talked — we whispered. 
‘Take the paddle and shove.’ I paddled too, holding the tiller 
wedged under my right leg. Gently we came up against the 
bush: we seized branches and pulled, sheltering beneath them. 
We were in the darkness of the vegetation. The river was grey, 
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quite covered with thick mist. If we had not been able to 
rely upon the ebb and flow of the tides, it would have been 
impossible to tell where the sea lay and where the landward 
river. 


Right Out and Away 


The flood-tide would last six hours. Then there was the hour 
and a half to wait for the ebb. { should be able to sleep for 
seven hours, although I was very much on edge. I had to get 
some sleep, because once out at sea, when should I be able 
to lie down? I stretched out between the barrel and the mast; 
Maturette laid a blanket over the thwart and the barrel by way 
of a cover, and there in the shelter I slept and slept. Dreams, 
rain, cramped position — nothing disturbed that deep, heavy 
sleep. 

I slept and slept until Maturette woke me. ‘Papi, we think 
it’s time, or just about. The ebb has been running a good 
while.’ 

The boat had turned towards the sea and under my fingers 
the current raced by. It was no longer raining, and by the light 
of a quarter moon we could distinctly see the river a hundred 
yards in front of us, carrying trees, vegetation and dark shapes 
upon its surface. I tried to distinguish the exact place where 
the sea and river met. Where we were lying there was no wind. 
Was there any out in the middle? Was it strong? We pushed 
out from under the bush, the boat still hitched to a big root. 
Looking at the sky I could just make out the coast, where the 
river ended and the sea began. We had run much farther down 
than we had thought, and it seemed to me that we were under 
six miles from the mouth. We had a stiff tot of rum. Should 
we step the mast now? Yes, said the others. It was up, very 
strongly held in its heel and the hole in the thwart. I hoisted 
the sail without unfurling it, keeping it tight to the mast. 
Maturette was ready to haul up the staysail and jib when I 
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said. All that was needed to fill the sail was to cast loose the 
line holding it close to the mast, and I’d be able to do that 
from where I sat. Maturette had one paddle in the bows and 
I had another in the stern: we should have to shove out very 
strong and fast, for the current was pressing us tight against 
the bank. 

‘Everybody ready. Shove away. In the name of God.’ 

‘In the name of God,’ repeated Clousiot. 

‘Into Thy hands I entrust myself,’ said Maturette. 

And we shoved. Both together we shoved on the water with 
our blades — I thrust deep and I pulled hard: so did Maturette. 
We got under way as easy as kiss my hand. We weren’t a 
stone’s throw from the bank before the tide had swept us down 
a good hundred yards. Suddenly there was the breeze, pushing 
us out towards the middle. 

‘Hoist the staysail and jib — make all fast.’ They filled: the 
boat reared-like a horse and shot away. It must have been later 
than the time we’d planned, because all of a sudden the river 
was as light as though the sun was up. About a mile away on 
our right we could see the French bank clearly, and perhaps 
half a mile on the left, the Dutch. Right ahead, and perfectly 
distinct the white crests of the breaking ocean waves. 

‘Christ, we got the time wrong,’ said Clousiot. ‘Do you 
think we’ll have long enough to get out?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Look how high the waves are, and how they break so white! 
Can the flood have started?’ 

‘Impossible. I can see things going down.’ 

Maturette said, ‘We shan’t be able to get out. We shan’t be 
there in time.’ 

“You shut your bloody mouth and sit there by the jib and 
staysail sheets. You shut up too, Clousiot.’ 

Bang. Bang. Rifles, shooting at us. I distinctly spotted the 
second. It was not screws firing at all: the shots were coming 
from Dutch Guiana. I hoisted the mainsail and it filled with 
such strength that the sheet tearing at my wrist nearly had me 
in the water. The boat lay over at more than forty-five degrees. 
I bore away as fast as I could — it wasn’t hard, for there was 
wind and to spare. Bang, bang, bang, and then no more. We 
had run farther towards the French side than the Dutch, and 
that was certainly why the firing stopped. 

We tore along at a blinding speed, with a wind fit to carry 
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everything away. We were going so fast that we shot across 
the middle of the estuary, and I could see that in a few minutes’ 
time we should be right up against the French bank. I could see 
men running towards the shore. Gently, as gently as possible, I 
came about, heaving on the sheet with all my strength. We 
came up into the wind: the jib went over all by itself and so 
did the staysail. The boat turned, turned, I let go the sheet and 
we ran out of the river straight before the wind. Christ, we’d 
done it! It was over! Ten minutes later a sea-wave tried to 
stop us; we rode over it smooth and easy, and the shwit shwit 
that the boat had made in the river changed to thumpo-thumpo- 
thump. The waves were high, but we went over them as easy 
as a kid playing leap-frog. Thurnp-o-thump, the boat went up 
and down the slopes without a shake or a tremble, only that 
thud of her hull striking the water as it came down. 

‘Hurray, hurray! We’re out!’ roared Clousiot with the full 
strength of his lungs. 

And to light up our victory over the elements the Lord sent 
us an astonishing sunrise. The waves came in a steady rhythm. 
Their height grew less the farther we went from the shore. 
The water was filthy — full of mud. Over towards the north it 
looked black; but later on it was blue. I had no need to look 
at my compass: with the sun there on my right shoulder I 
steered straight ahead going large but with the boat lying over 
less, for I had slackened off the sheet until the sail was just 
drawing pleasantly. The great adventure had begun. 

Clousiot heaved himself up. He wanted to get his head and 
shoulders out to see properly. Maturette came and gave him 
a hand, sitting him up there opposite me with his back against 
the barrel: he rolled me a cigarette, lit it and passed it. We all 
three of us smoked. 

‘Give me the tafia,’ said Clousiot. ‘This crossing of the bar 
calls for a drink.’ Maturette poured an elegant tot into three 
tin mugs; we clinked and drank to one another. Maturette was 
sitting next to me on my left: we all looked at one another. 
Their faces were shining with happiness, and mine must have 
been the same. Then Clousiot said to me, ‘Captain, sir, where 
are you heading for, if you please?’ 

‘Colombia, if God permits.’ 

‘God will permit all right, Christ above!’ said Clousiot. 

The sun rose fast and we dried out with no difficulty at all. 
I turned the hospital shirt into a kind of Arab burnous. Wetted, 
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it kept my head cool and prevented sunstroke. The sea was 
an opal blue; the ten-foot waves were very wide apart, and 
that made sailing comfortable. The breeze was still strong and 
we moved fast away from the shore; from time to time I looked 
back and saw it fading on the horizon. The farther we ran 
from that vast green mass, the more we could make out the 
lie of the land. I was gazing back when a vague uneasiness 
called me to order and reminded me of my responsibility for 
my companions’ lives and my own. 

‘T’ll cook some rice,’ said Maturette. 

‘I'll hold the stove and you hold the pot,’ said Clousiot. 

The bottle of paraffin was made fast right up forward where 
no one was allowed to smoke. The fried rice smelt good. We 
ate it hot, with two tins of sardines stirred into it. On top of 
that we had a good cup of coffee. ‘Some rum?’ I refused: it 
was too hot. Besides, I was no drinker. Clousiot rolled me 
cigarette after cigarette and lit them for me. The first meal 
aboard had gone off well. Judging from the sun, we thought 
it was ten o’clock in the morning. We had had only five hours 
of running out to sea and yet you could already feel that the 
water beneath us was very deep. The waves were not so high 
now, and as we ran across them the boat no longer thumped. 
The weather was quite splendid. I realized that during daylight 
I should not have to be looking at the compass all the time. 
Now and then I fixed the sun in relation to the needle and I 
steered by that — it was very simple. The glare tired my eyes 
and I was sorry I had not thought to get myself a pair of dark 
glasses. 

Out of the blue Clousiot said, ‘What luck I had, finding you 
in hospital!’ 

‘It was just as lucky for me — you’re not the only one.’ I 
thought of Dega and Fernandez ... if they’d said yes, they 
would have been here with us. 

‘That’s not so certain,’ said Clousiot. ‘But it might have 
been tricky for you to get the Arab into the ward just at the 
right moment.’ 

“Yes, Maturette has been a great help to us. I’m very glad 
we brought him, he’s as reliable as they come, brave and 
clever.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Maturette. ‘And thank you both for believing 
in me, although I’m so young and although I’m you know 
what. I’l] do my best not to let you down.’ 
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Then after a while I said, ‘Francois Sierra too, the guy I’d 
so much wanted to have with us; and Galgani.. .’ 

‘As things turned out, Papillon, it just wasn’t on. If Jesus 
had been a decent type and if he had given us a decent boat, 
we could have lain up and waited for them — we could have 
waited for Jesus to get them out and bring them. Anyhow, 
they know you, and they know that if you didn’t send for 
them, it was on account of it just wasn’t possible.’ 

‘By the way, Maturette, how come you were in the high- 
security ward?’ 

‘I never knew I was to be interned. I reported sick because 
I had a sore throat and because I wanted the walk, and when 
the doctor saw me he said, ‘‘I see from your card that you’re 
for internment on the islands, Why?’’ “I don’t know anything 
about it, Doctor. What’s internment mean?’’ ‘‘All right. Never 
mind. Hospital for you.’’ And there I was: that’s all there was 
to it.’ 

‘He meant to do you a good tum,” said Clousiot. 

“What on earth did the quack want, sending me to hospital? 
Now he must be saying ‘‘My angel-faced boy wasn’t such a 
wet after all, seeing he’s got out — he’s on the run’’.’ 

We talked and laughed. I said, ‘Who knows but we may 
come across Julot, the hammer-man. He’ll be far off by now, 
unless he’s still lying up in the bush.’ Clousiot said, ‘When I 
left I put a note under my pillow saying, ‘‘Gone without 
leaving an address’’.’ That made us roar with laughter. 

Five days we sailed on with nothing happening. The east- 
west passage of the sun acted as my compass by day: by night 
I used the compass itself. On the morning of the sixth day we 
were greeted by a brilliant sun; the sea had suddenly calmed, 
and flying-fishes went by not far away. I was destroyed with 
fatigue. During the night Maturette had kept wiping my face 
with a wet cloth to keep me frorn sleeping; but even so I went 
off, and Clousiot had had to burn me with his cigarette. Now 
it was dead calm, so I decided to get some sleep. We lowered 
the mainsail and the jib, keeping just the staysail, and I slept 
like a log in the bottom of the boat, the sail spread to keep 
me from the sun. 

I woke up with Maturette shaking me. He said, ‘It’s noon 
or one o’clock, but I’m waking you because the wind is getting 
stronger and on the horizon where it’s coming from, every- 
thing’s black.’ I got up and went to my post. The one sail we 
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had set was carrying us over the unruffled sea. In the east, 
behind me, all was black, and the breeze was strengthening 
steadily. The staysail and the jib were enough to make the 
boat run very fast. I furled the mainsail against the mast, 
carefully, and made all tight. ‘Look out for yourselves, because 
what’s coming is a storm.’ 

Heavy drops began to fall on us. The darkness came rushing 
forwards at an astonishing speed, and in a quarter of an hour 
it had spread from the horizon almost as far as us. Now here 
it came: an incredibly strong wind drove straight at us. As if 
by magic the sea got up faster, waves with foaming white 
tops: the sun was wiped right out, rain poured down in torrents, 
we could see nothing, and as the seas hit the boat so they sent 
packets of water stinging into my face. It was a storm all 
right, my first storm, with all the terrific splendour of nature 
unrestrained — thunder, lightning, rain, waves, the howling of 
the wind over and all around us. 

The boat was carried along like a straw; she climbed unbe- 
lievable heights and ran down into hollows so deep you felt 
she could never rise up again. Yet in spite of these astonishing 
depths she did climb up the side of the next wave, go over 
the crest, and so begin once more — right up and down again 
and again. I held the tiller with both hands; and once, when I 
saw an even bigger wave coming I thought I should steer a 
little against it. No doubt I moved too fast, because just as we 
cut it, I shipped a great deal of water. The whole boat was 
aswim. There must have been about three foot of water aboard. 
Without meaning to I wrenched the boat strongly across the 
next wave — a very dangerous thing to do — and she leant over 
so much, almost to the point of turning turtle, that she flung 
out most of the water we had shipped. 

‘Bravo!’ cried Clousiot. ‘You’re a real expert, Papillon! You 
emptied her straight away.’ 

I said, ‘You see now how it’s done, don’t you?’ 

If only he’d known that my lack of experience had very 
nearly turned us upside down, right out in the open sea! I 
decided not to struggle against the thrust of the waves any 
more, not to worry about what course to steer, but just to keep 
the boat as steady as possible. I took the waves three-quarters 
on; I let the boat run down and rise just as the sea would have 
it. Very soon I realized that this was an important discovery 
and that I’d done away with ninety per cent of the danger. 
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The rain stopped: the wind was still blowing furiously, but 
now I could see clearly in front and behind. Behind, the sky 
was clear; in front it was black. We were in the middle of the 
two. 

By about five it was all over. The sun was shining on us 
again, the breeze was its usual self, the sea had gone down: I 
hoisted the mainsail and we set off once more, pleased with 
ourselves. We baled the boat with the saucepans and we 
brought out the blankets to dry them by hanging them to the 
mast. Rice, flour, oil and double-strength coffee: a comforting 
shot of rum. The sun was about to set, lighting up the blue 
sea and making an unforgettable picture — reddish-brown sky, 
great yellow rays leaping up from the half-sunk orb and light- 
ing the sky, and the few white clouds, and the sea itself. As 
the waves rose they were blue at the bottom, then green; and 
their crests were red, pink or yellow, according to the colour 
of the rays that hit them. 

I was filled with a wonderfully gentle peace; and together 
with the peace a feeling that I could rely upon myself. I had 
stuck it out pretty well; this short storm had been very valuable 
to me. All by myself I had learnt how to handle the boat 
in such circumstances. I’d look forward to the night with a 
completely easy mind. 

‘So you saw how to empty a boat, Clousiot, did you? You 
saw how it was done?’ 

‘Listen, brother, if you hadn’t brought it off, and if another 
wave had caught us sideways, we’d have sunk. You’re all 
right.’ 

“You learnt all that in the navy?’ said Maturette. 

“Yes. There’s something to be said for a naval training, after 
all.’ 

We must have made a great deal of leeway. Who could tell 
how far we had drifted during those four hours, with a wind 
and waves like that? I’d steer north-west to make it up: that’s 
what I’d do. The sun vanished into the sea, sending up the 
last flashes of its firework display — violet this time — and then 
at once it was night. 

For six more days we sailed on with nothing to worry us 
except for a few squalls and showers — none ever lasted more 
than three hours and none were anything like that first everlast- 
ing storm. 

Ten o’clock in the morning and not a breath of wind: a dead 
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calm. I slept for nearly four hours. When I woke my lips were 
on fire. They had no skin left; nor had my nose either; and 
my right hand was quite raw. Maturette was the same; so was 
Clousiot. Twice a day we rubbed our faces and hands with 
oil, but that was not enough — the tropical sun soon dried it. 

By the sun it must have been two o’clock in the afternoon. 
I ate, and then, seeing it was dead calm, we rigged the sail as 
an awning. Fish came round the boat where Maturette had 
done the washing-up. I took the jungle-knife and told Maturette 
to throw in some rice — anyhow it had begun to ferment since 
the water had got at it. The fish all gathered where the rice 
struck the water, all on the surface; and as one of them had 
his head almost out of the water I hit at him very hard. The next 
moment there he was, belly up. He weighed twenty pounds: we 
gutted him and cooked him in salt water. We ate him that 
evening with manioc flour. 

Now it was eleven days since we had set out to sea. In all 
that time we had only seen one ship, very far away on the 
horizon. I began to wonder where the hell we were. Far out, 
that was for sure; but how did we lie in relation to Trinidad 
or any of the other English islands? Speak of the devil ... 
and indeed there, right ahead, we saw a dark speck that gradu- 
ally grew larger and larger. Would it be a ship or a deep-sea 
fishing boat? We’d got it all wrong: it was not coming towards 
us. It was a ship: we could see it clearly now, but going across. 
It was coming nearer, true enough, but its slanting course was 
not going to bring us together. There was no wind, so our sails 
drooped miserably: the ship would surely not have seen us. 
Suddenly there was the bowl of a siren and then three short 
blasts. The ship changed course and stood straight for our boat. 

‘T hope she doesn’t come too close,’ said Clousiot. 

‘There’s no danger: it’s as calm as a millpond.’ 

She was a tanker. The nearer she came, the more clearly 
we could make out the people on deck. They must have been 
wondering what this nutshell of a boat was doing there, right 
out at sea. Slowly she approached, and now we could see the 
officers and the men of the crew. And the cook. Then women 
in striped dresses appeared on deck, and men in coloured 
shirts. We took it these were passengers. Passengers on a 
tanker — that struck me as odd. Slowly the ship came close 
and the captain hailed us in English, “Where do you come 
from?’ 
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‘French Guiana.’ 

‘Do you speak French?’ asked a woman. 

‘Oui, Madame.’ 

‘What are you doing so far out at sea?’ 

“We go where God’s wind blows us.’ 

The lady spoke to the captain and then said, ‘The captain 
says to come aboard. He’ll haul your little boat on deck.’ 

‘Tell him we say thank you very much but we’re quite 
happy in our boat.’ 

“Why don’t you want help?’ 

‘Because we are on the run and we aren’t going in your 
direction.’ 

‘Where are you going?’ 

‘Martinique or even farther. ‘Where are we?’ 

‘Far out in the ocean.’ 

“What’s the course for the West Indies?’ 

‘Can you read an English chart?’ 

“Yes.” 

A moment later they lowered us an English chart, some 
packets of cigarettes, a roast leg of mutton and some bread. 
“Look at the chart.’ 

I looked and then I said, ‘I must steer west by south to hit 
the British West Indies, is that right?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘About how many miles?’ 

“You’ll be there in two days.” said the captain. 

‘Good-bye! Thank you all very much.’ 

‘The captain congratulates you on your fine seamanship.’ 

‘Thank you. Good-bye!’ 

The tanker moved gently off, almost touching us; I drew 
away to avoid the churning of the propellers and just at that 
moment a sailor tossed me a uniform cap. It dropped right in 
the middle of the boat; it had a gold band and an anchor, and 
it was with this cap on my head that we reached Trinidad two 
days later, with no further difficulty. 
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Trinidad 


Long before we saw it, the birds had told us land was near. 
It was half-past seven in the morning when they began to 
circle round us. ‘We’re getting there, man! We’ re getting there! 
The first part of the break, the hardest part — we’ve brought 
it off. Freedom, freedom, freedom for ever!’ Joy made us shout 
like schoolboys. Our faces were plastered with the coconut- 
butter that the tanker had given us for our sunburn. At about 
nine o’clock we saw the land. A breeze carried us in quite 
fast over a gentle sea. It was not until four in the afternoon 
that we could make out the details of a long island, fringed with 
little clumps of white houses and topped with great numbers of 
coconut-palms. So far we could not tell whether it was really 
an island or a peninsula, nor whether these houses were lived 
in. We had to wait another hour and more before we could 
distinguish people running towards the beach where we were 
going to land. In under twenty minutes a highly-coloured 
crowd had gathered. The entire little village had come out on 
to the shore to welcome us. Later we learnt that it was called 
San Fernando. 

Three hundred yards from the beach I dropped the anchor: 
it bit at once. I did so partly to see how the people would take 
it and partly so as not to damage my boat when it grounded, 
supposing the bottom was coral. We furled the sails and waited. 
A little boat came towards us. Two blacks paddling and one 
white man with a sun-helmet on. 

“Welcome to Trinidad,’ said the white man in perfect 
French. The black men laughed, showing all their teeth. 

‘Thank you for your kind words, Monsieur. Is the bottom 
coral or sand?’ 

‘It’s sand. You can run in without any danger.’ 

We hauled up the anchor, and the waves gently pushed us 
in towards the beach. We had scarcely touched before ten men 
waded in and with a single heave they ran the boat up out of 
the water. They gazed at us and stroked us, and Negro or 
Indian coolie women beckoned to invite us in. The white man 
who spoke French explained that they all wanted us to stay 
with them. Maturette caught up a handful of sand and kissed 
it. Great enthusiasm. I had told the white man about Clousiot’s 
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condition and he had him carried to his house, which was very 
close to the beach. He told us we could leave all our belongings 
in the boat until tomorrow — no one would touch anything. 
They all called out, ‘Good captain, long ride in little boat.’ 

Night fell, and when I had asked them to heave the boat a 
little higher up I tied it to a much bigger one lying on the 
beach; then I followed the Englishman and Maturette came 
after me. There I saw Clousiot looking very pleased with 
himself in an armchair, with a lady and a girl beside him and 
his wounded leg stretched out cn a chair. 

‘My wife and my daughter,” said the gentleman. ‘I have a 
son at the university in England.’ 

“You are very welcome in this house,’ said the lady in 
French. 

‘Sit down, gentlemen,’ said the girl, placing us two wicker 
armchairs. 

‘Thank you, ladies, but please don’t put yourselves out for 
us.” 

“Why? We know where you come from, so be easy; and I 
say again, you are very welcome in this house.’ 

The Englishman was a barrister. Mr. Bowen was his name, 
and he had his office in Port of Spain, the capital, twenty-five 
miles away. They brought us tea with milk, toast, butter and 
jam. This was our first evening as free men, and I shall never 
forget it. Not a word about the past, no untimely questions: 
only how many days had we keen at sea and what kind of 
voyage we had had. Whether Clousiot was in much pain and 
whether we should like them to tell the police tomorrow or 
wait for another day: whether we had any living relations, 
such as wives or children. If we should like to write to them, 
they would post the letters. What can I say? It was a wonderful 
welcome, both from the people on the shore and from this 
family with their extraordinary kindness to three men on the 
run. 

Mr. Bowen telephoned a doctor, who told him to bring the 
wounded man in to his nursing-home tomorrow afternoon so 
that he could X-ray him and see what needed doing. Mr. 
Bowen also telephoned the head of the Salvation Army in Port 
of Spain. He said this man would have a room ready for us 
in the Salvation Army hostel and that we could go whenever 
we liked; he said we should keep our boat if it was any good, 
because we’d need it for leaving again. He asked if we were 
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convicts or relégués and we told him convicts. He seemed 
pleased we were convicts. 

‘Would you like to have a bath and a shave?’ asked the 
girl. ‘Don’t feel awkward, whatever you do — it doesn’t worry 
us in the least. You'll find some things in the bathroom that 
I hope will fit you.’ 

I went into the bathroom, had a bath, shaved and came out 
again with my hair combed, wearing grey trousers, a white 
shirt, tennis shoes and white socks. 

An Indian knocked on the door: he was carrying a parcel 
which he gave to Maturette, telling him the doctor had noticed 
that as I was roughly the same size as the lawyer I wouldn’t 
need anything; but little Maturette wouldn’t find anything to 
fit, because there was no one as small as him in Mr. Bowen’s 
house. He bowed in the Moslem way and went out. What is 
there I can say about such kindness? There is no describing 
the feelings in my heart. Clousiot went to bed first, then the 
five of us talked about a great number of things. What inter- 
ested those charming women most was how we thought of 
remaking a life for ourselves. Not a word about the past: only 
the present and the future. Mr. Bowen said how sorry he was 
Trinidad wouldn’t permit escaped men to settle on the island. 
He’d often tried to get permission for various people to stay, 
he told us, but it had never been allowed. 

The girl spoke very good French, like her father, with no 
accent or faulty pronunciation. She had fair hair and she was 
covered with freckles; she was between seventeen and twenty 
— I did not like to ask her age. She said, ‘You’re very young 
and your life is ahead of you: I don’t know what you were 
sentenced for and I don’t want to know, but the fact of having 
taken to sea in such a small boat for this long, dangerous 
voyage proves that you’re willing to pay absolutely anything 
for your freedom; and that is something I admire very much.’ 

We slept until eight the next morning. When we got up we 
found the table laid. The two ladies calmly told us that Mr. 
Bowen had left for Port of Spain and would only be back that 
afternoon, bringing the information he needed to see what 
could be done for us. 

By leaving his house to three escaped convicts like this he 
gave us a lesson that couldn’t have been bettered: it was as 
though he were saying, ‘You are normal decent human beings; 
you can see for yourselves how much I trust you, since I am 
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leaving you alone in my house with my wife and daughter.’ 
We were very deeply moved by this silent way of saying, 
‘Now that I’ve talked to you, I see that you are perfectly 
trustworthy — so much so that I leave you here in my home 
like old friends, not supposing for a moment that you could 
possibly do or say anything wrong.’ 

Reader — supposing this book has readers some day — I am 
not clever and I don’t possess the vivid style, the living power, 
that is needed to describe this immense feeling of self-respect 
— no, of rehabilitation, or even of a new life. This figurative 
baptism, this bath of cleanliness, this raising of me above the 
filth I had sunk in, this way of bringing me overnight face to 
face with true responsibility, quite simply changed my whole 
being. I had been a convict, a man who could hear his chains 
even when he was free and who always felt that someone 
was watching over him; I had been all the things I had seen, 
experienced, undergone, suffered; all the things that had urged 
me to become a marked, evil man, dangerous at all times, 
superficially docile yet terribly dangerous when he broke out: 
but all this had vanished — disappeared as though by magic. 
Thank you, Mr. Bowen, barrister in His Majesty’s courts of 
law, thank you for having made another man of me in so short 
a time! 

The very fair-haired girl with eyes as blue as the sea around 
us was sitting with me under the coconut-palms in her father’s 
garden. Red, yellow and mauve: bougainvillaeas were all in 
flower, and they gave the garden the touch of poetry that the 
moment called for. ‘Monsieur Henri, [she called me Monsieur! 
How many years had it been since anyone called me Monsi- 
eur?] as Papa told you yesterday, the British authorities are so 
unfair, so devoid of understandin3, that unfortunately you can’t 
stay here. They only give you a fortnight to rest and then you 
must go off to sea again. I went to have a look at your boat 
early this morning: it looks very small and frail for such a 
long voyage as you have to make. Let’s hope you reach a more 
hospitable, understanding country than ours. All the English 
islands do the same in these cases. If you have a horrid time 
in the voyage ahead of you, I do ask you not to hold it against 
the people who live in these islands. They are not responsible 
for this way of looking at things: these are orders that come 
from England, from people who don’t know you. Papa’s 
address is 101 Queen Street, Port of Spain, Trinidad. If it’s 
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God’s will that you can do so. I beg you to send us just a line 
to tell us what happens to you.’ 

I was so moved I didn’t know what to say. Mrs. Bowen 
came towards us. She was a very beautiful woman of about 
forty with chestnut hair and green eyes. She was wearing a 
very simple white dress with a white belt, and a pair of light- 
green sandals. ‘Monsieur, my husband won’t be home till five. 
He’s getting them to allow you to go to Port of Spain in his 
car without a police escort. He also wants to prevent your 
having to spend the first night in the Port of Spain police- 
station. Your wounded friend will go straight to a nursing- 
home belonging to a friend of ours, a doctor; and you two will 
go to the Salvation Army hostel.’ 

Maturette joined us in the garden: he’d been to see the boat, 
and he told us it was surrounded by an interested crowd. 
Nothing had been touched. The people looking at it had found 
a bullet lodged under the rudder: someone had asked whether 
he might pull it out as a souvenir. Maturette had replied, 
‘Captain, captain,’ and the Indian had understood that the 
captain had to be asked. Maturette said, ‘Why don’t we let 
the turtles go?’ 

‘Have you got some turtles?’ cried the girl. ‘Let’s go and 
see them.’ 

We went down to the boat. On the way a charming little 
Hindu girl took my hand without the least shyness. All these 
different-coloured people called out ‘Good afternoon.’ I took 
the turtles out. “What shall we do? Put them back into the sea? 
Or would you like them for your garden?’ 

‘The pool at the bottom is sea-water. We’ll put them there, 
and then I’ll have something to remember you by.’ 

‘Fine.’ I gave the onlookers everything in the boat except 
for the compass, the tobacco, the water-cask, the knife, the 
machete, the axe, the blankets and the revolver, which I hid 
under the blankets — no one had seen it. 

At five o’clock Mr. Bowen appeared. ‘Gentlemen, every- 
thing is in order. I’ll drive you to the capital myself. First 
we’ll drop the wounded man in at the nursing-home and then 
we'll go to the hostel.’ We packed Clousiot into the back seat 
of the car: I was saving thank you to the girl when her mother 
came out bringing a suitcase and said to us, ‘Please take these 
few things of my husband’s — we give them to you with all 
our heart.” What could we say in the face of such very great 
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kindness? “Thank you, thank you again and again and again.’ 
We drove off in the car. At a quarter to six we reached the 
nursing-home — Saint George’s nursing-home. Nurses carried 
Clousiot’s stretcher to a ward with a Hindu in it, sitting up in 
his bed. The doctor came, and shook Bowen’s hand: he spoke 
no French but through Mr. Bowen he told us that Clousiot 
would be well looked after and that we could come and see 
him as often as we liked. We went through the town in Mr. 
Bowen’s car. 

It astonished us, with all its lights and cars and bicycles. 
White men, black men, yellow men, Indians and coolies all 
mingled there, walking along the pavements of Port of Spain, 
a town of wooden houses. We reached the Salvation Army, a 
building whose ground floor alone was made of stone — the 
rest of wood. It was well placed in a brightly-lit square whose 
name I managed to read — Fish Market. We were welcomed 
by the captain of the Salvation Army together with all his 
staff, both men and women. He spoke a little French and all 
the others said things to us in English, which we did not 
understand; but their faces were so cheerful and their eyes so 
welcoming that we were sure the words were kind. 

We were taken to a room on the second floor with three 
beds in it — the third being laid on for Clousiot. There was a 
bathroom just at hand, with towels and soap for us. When he 
had shown us our room, the captain said, ‘If you would like 
to eat, we all have supper together at seven o’clock, that is to 
say in half an hour’s time.’ 

‘No. We’re not hungry.’ 

‘If you’d like to walk about the town, here are two West 
Indies dollars to have some tea or coffee, or an ice. Take great 
care not to get lost. When you want to come back just ask 
your way by saying ‘‘Salvation Army, please’’.’ 

Ten minutes later we were in the street. We walked along 
the pavements; we pushed our way among other people; 
nobody looked at us or paid any attention to us: we breathed 
deeply, appreciating these first steps, free in a town, to the 
full. This continual trust in us, letting us go free in a fair-sized 
city, warmed our hearts: it not only gave us self-confidence 
but made us aware that we must wholly deserve this trust. 
Maturette and I walked slowly along in the midst of the throng. 
We needed to be among people, to be jostled, to sink into the 
crowd and form part of it. We went into a bar and asked for 
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two beers. It seems nothing much just to say “Iwo beers, 
please.’ It’s so natural, after all. Yet still to us it seemed 
absolutely extraordinary when the Indian girl with the gold 
shell in her nose served us and then said, ‘Half a dollar, sir.’ 
Her pearly smile, her big dark violet eyes a little turned up at 
the corners, her shoulder-long black hair, her low-cut dress 
that showed the beginning of her breasts and let one guess the 
rest was splendid — all these things that were so trifling and 
natural for everybody else seemed to us to belong to some 
unheard-of fairyland. Hold it, Papi: this can’t be true. It can’t 
be true that you are turning from a convict with a life sentence, 
a living corpse, into a free man so quickly! 

It was Maturette who paid: he had only half a dollar left. The 
beer was beautifully cool and he said, ‘What about another?’ It 
seemed to me that this second round was something we 
shouldn’t do. ‘Hell,’ I said, ‘it’s not an hour since you’ve been 
really free and you’re already thinking of getting drunk?’ 

‘Easy, easy now, Papi! Having two beers and getting drunk, 
those are two very different things.’ 

‘Maybe so. But it seems to me that rightly speaking, we 
shouldn’t fling ourselves on the first pleasures that come to 
hand. I think we ought to just taste them little by little and 
not stuff ourselves like hogs. Anyhow, to begin with this 
money’s not ours.’ 

‘Fair enough: you’re right. We must learn how to be free 
in slow stages — that’s more our mark.’ 

We went out and walked down Watters Street, the main 
avenue that runs clean through the town; and we were so 
wonderstruck by the trams going by, the donkeys with their 
little carts, the cars, the lurid cinema and dance-hall advertise- 
ments, the eyes of the young black or Indian girls, who looked 
smilingly at us, that we went all the way to the harbour without 
noticing it. There in front of us were ships all lit up — tourist 
ships with bewitching names, Panama, Los Angeles, Boston, 
Quebec; cargo-ships from Hamburg, Amsterdam and London. 
And side by side all along the quay there were bars, pubs 
and restaurants, all crammed with men and women jammed 
together, drinking, singing, bawling one another out. Suddenly 
I felt an irresistible urge to mingle with this crowd — common 
maybe, but so full of life. On the terrace of one bar there were 
oysters, sea-eggs, shrimps, solens and mussels arranged on 
ice, a whole display of sea-food to excite the appetite of the 
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passer-by. There were tables with red-and-white checked 
cloths to invite us to sit down — most of them were occupied. 
And there were coffee-coloured girls with delicate profiles, 
mulattoes without a single negroid feature, tight in their many- 
coloured, low-cut blouses, to make you feel even more eager 
to make the most of what was going. 

I went up to one of them and said, ‘French money good?’ 
showing her a thousand-franc note. ‘Yes, I change for you.’ 
‘OK.’ She took the note and vanished into a room crammed 
with people. She came back. ‘Come here.’ And she led me to 
the cash desk, where there was a Chinese sitting. 

“You French?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Change thousand francs?’ 

“Yes.” 

“All West Indies dollars?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Passport?’ 

‘Got none.’ 

‘Sailor’s card?’ 

‘Got none.’ 

‘Immigration papers?’ 

“Got none.’ 

‘Fine.’ He said something to the girl: she looked over the 
room, went up to a nautical character with a cap like mine — 
gold band and anchor —- and brought him to the cash desk. 
The Chinese said, ‘Your identity card?’ 

‘Here.’ 

And calmly the Chinese wrote out an exchange-form for a 
thousand francs in the stranger’s name and made him sign it; 
then the girl took him by the arm and led him away. He 
certainly never knew what had happened. I got two hundred 
and fifty West Indies dollars, fifty of them in one and two- 
dollar notes. I gave the girl one dollar; we went outside, and 
sitting there at a table we treated ourselves to an orgy of 
sea-food, washed down with a delightful dry white wine. 
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Fourth Exercise-Book 
First Break (continued) 


Trinidad 


I can still see our first night of freedom in that English town 
as clearly as though it was yesterday. We went everywhere, 
drunk with the light and the warmth in our hearts, and we 
plunged deep into the very being of the jolly, laughing crowd, 
overflowing with happiness. A bar, full of sailors and the 
tropical girls who were waiting there to pluck them. But there 
was nothing squalid about these girls; they were nothing like 
the women of the gutters of Paris, Le Havre or Marseilles. It 
was something else again — quite different. Instead of those 
overmade-up, vice-marked faces with their avid, cunning eyes, 
these were girls of every colour from Chinese yellow to Afri- 
can black, from light chocolate with smooth hair to the Hindu 
or Javanese whose parents had come together in the cocoa or 
sugar plantations, and so on to the Chinese-Indian girl with 
the gold shell in her nose and to the Llapane with her Roman 
profile and her copper-coloured face lit by two huge shining 
black eyes with long lashes, pushing out her half-covered 
bosom as though to say, ‘Look how perfect they are, my 
breasts.’ Each girl had different coloured flowers in her hair, 
and they were all of them the outward show of love; they 
made you long for women, without anything dirty or commer- 
cial about it. You didn’t feel they were doing a job — they 
were really having fun and you felt that money was not the 
main thing in their lives. 

Like a couple of moths drawn by the light, Maturette and 
I went blundering along from bar to bar. It was as we were 
coming out into a little brightly-lit square that I noticed the 
time on a church clock. Two. It was two o’clock in the morn- 
ing! Quick, quick, we must hurry back. We had been behaving 
badly. The Salvation Army captain would have a pretty low 
opinion of us. We must get back at once. I hailed a taxi, which 
took us there. Two dollars. I paid and we walked into the 
hostel, very much ashamed of ourselves. A really young blonde 
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woman-soldier of the Salvation Army, twenty-five or thirty 
years old, welcomed us pleasantly in the hall. She seemed 
neither astonished nor vexed at our coming home so late. After 
a few words in English — we felt they were good-natured and 
kind — she gave us the key of our room and said good night. 
We went to bed. In the suitcase | found a pair of pyjamas. As 
we were putting out the light, Maturette said, ‘Still, I think 
we might say thank you to God for having given us so much 
so quickly. What do you think, Papi?’ 

“You thank Him for me — he’s a great guy, your God. And 
you’re dead right. He’s been really generous with us. Good 
night.’ And I turned the light out. 

This rising from the dead, this breaking out from the grave- 
yard in which I had been buried, these emotions all crowding 
one upon another, this night of bathing in humanity, reintegrat- 
ing myself with life and mankind — all these things had been 
so exciting that I could not get off to sleep. I closed my eyes, 
and in a kind of kaleidoscope all sorts of pictures, things and 
feelings appeared, but in no order at all; they were sharp and 
clear, but they came without any regard for time — the assizes, 
the Conciergerie, then the lepers, then Saint-Martin-de-Ré, 
Tribouillard, Jesus, the storm . .. It was as though everything 
I had lived through for the past year was trying to appear at the 
same moment before the eye of memory in a wild, nightmarish 
dance. I tried to brush these pictures aside, but it was no good. 
And the strangest part of it was that they were all mixed up 
with the noise of the pigs, the shrieks of the hocco, the howling 
of the wind and the crash of waves, the whole wrapped in 
the sound of the one-stringed fiddles the Indians had been 
playing just a little while ago in the various bars we had 
visited. 

Finally, at dawn, I dropped off. Towards ten o’clock there 
was a knock on the door. Mr. Bowen came in, smiling. ‘Good 
morning, friends. Still in bed? You must have come home late. 
Did you have a good time?’ 

‘Good morning. Yes, we came in late. We’re sorry.’ 

‘Come, come: not at all. It’s natural enough, after all you’ve 
been through. You certainly had to make the most of your 
first night as free men. I’ve come so as to go to the police- 
station with you. You have to appear before them to make an 
official declaration of having entered the country illegally. 
When that formality’s over we'll go and see your friend. They 
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X-rayed him very early this morning. They will know the 
results later on.’ 

We washed quickly and went down to the room below, 
where Bowen was waiting for us with the captain. 

‘Good morning, my friends,’ said the captain in bad French. 

‘Good morning, everybody.’ 

A woman officer of the Salvation Army said, ‘Did you like 
Port of Spain?’ 

‘Oh yes, Madame! It was quite a treat for us.’ 

After a quick cup of coffee we went to the police-station. 
We walked — it was only about two hundred yards. All the 
policemen greeted us; they looked at us without any particular 
curiosity. Having passed two ebony sentries in khaki uniform 
we went into an impressive, sparsely-furnished office. An 
officer of about fifty stood up: he wore shorts, a khaki shirt 
and tie, and he was covered with badges and medals. Speaking 
French he said, ‘Good morning. Sit down. I should like to talk 
to you for a while before officially taking your statement. How 
old are you?’ 

‘Twenty-six and nineteen.’ 

“What were you sentenced for?’ 

‘Manslaughter.’ 

“What was your sentence?’ 

‘Transportation and hard labour for life.’ 

‘Then it was for murder, not manslaughter?’ 

‘No, Monsieur, in my case it was manslaughter.’ 

‘It was murder in mine,’ said Maturette. ‘I was seventeen.’ 

‘At seventeen you know what you’ re doing,’ said the officer. 
‘In England, if it had been proved, you would have been 
hanged. Right. The British authorities are not here to judge 
the French penal system. But there’s one thing we don’t agree 
with, and that’s the sending of criminals to French Guiana. 
We know it’s an inhuman punishment and one quite unworthy 
of a civilized nation like France. But unfortunately you can’t 
stay in Trinidad, nor on any other British island. It’s imposs- 
ible. So I ask you to play it straight and not try to find any 
excuse — sickness or anything like that — to delay your depar- 
ture. You may stay here quite freely in Port of Spain for from 
fifteen to eighteen days. It seems that your boat is a good one. 
Ill have it brought round to the harbour for you. If there are 
any repairs needed the Royal Navy shipwrights will carry them 
out for you. On leaving you will be given the necessary stores, 
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a good compass and a chart. I hope the South American coun- 
tries will take you in. Don’t go to Venezuela, because there 
you'll be arrested and forced to work on the roads until finally 
they hand you back to the French authorities. Now a man is 
not necessarily lost for ever because he has gone very badly 
wrong on one occasion. You are young and healthy and you 
look decent fellows, so I hope that after what you’ve been 
through you will not let yourselves be defeated for good. The 
fact of your having come as far as here is proof enough that 
that’s not the case. I’m glad to be one of the factors that will 
help you to become sound, responsible men. Good luck. If 
you have any difficulties, call this number. We’ll answer in 
French.” He rang a bell and a civilian came for us. Our state- 
ment was taken in a large room where several policemen and 
civilians were working at their typewriters. 

‘Why did you come to Trinidad?’ 

‘To recover our strength.’ 

“Where did you come from?’ 

‘French Guiana.’ 

‘In your escape, did you commit any crime? Did you kill 
anyone or cause grievous bodily harm?’ 

‘We didn’t hurt anyone seriously.’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

“We were told before we left.’ 

“Your age, legal position with regard to France ...’ And so 
on. ‘Gentlemen, you have fifteen to eighteen days in which to 
rest here. During that time you are entirely free to do what 
you like. If you change your hotel, let us know. I am Sergeant 
Willy. There are two telephone numbers on my card: this one 
is the official police number and the other my home. If anything 
happens and you want my help, call me at once. We know 
our trust in you is well placed. I’m sure you will behave well.’ 

A few moments later Mr. Bowen took us to the nursing- 
home. Clousiot was very glad to see us. We told him nothing 
about our night on the town. We only said they had left us 
free to go wherever we liked. He was so astonished that he 
said, ‘Without even an escort?’ 

‘Yes, without even an escort.’ 

“Well, they must be a quaint lot, these rosbifs.’ 

Bowen had gone to see the doctor and now he came back 
with him. He said to Clousiot, ‘Who reduced the fracture for 
you, before splinting your leg?’ 
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‘Me and another guy who’s not here.’ 

“You did it so well there’s no need to break the leg again. 
The broken fibula was put back very neatly. We’ll just plaster 
it and give you an iron so that you can walk a little. Would 
you rather stay here or go with your friends?’ 

‘Go with them.’ 

‘Well, tomorrow you’ll be able to join them.’ 

We poured out our thanks. Mr. Bowen and the doctor left 
and we spent the rest of the morning and part of the afternoon 
with our friend. The next day we were delighted to find our- 
selves all together once more, the three of us in our hostel 
bedroom, with the window wide open and the fans going full 
blast to cool the air. We congratulated one another upon how 
fit we looked, and we said what fine fellows we were in our 
new clothes. When I saw the talk was going back over the 
past I said, ‘Now let’s forget the past as soon as possible and 
concentrate on the present and the future. Where shall we go? 
Colombia? Panama? Costa Rica? We ought to ask Bowen 
about the countries where we’re likely to be admitted.’ 

I called Bowen at his chambers: he wasn’t there. I called his 
house at San Fernando, and it was his daughter who answered. 
After some pleasant words she said, ‘Monsieur Henri, in the Fish 
Market near the hostel there are buses for San Fernando. Why 
don’t you come and spend the afternoon with us? Do come: Ill 
be expecting you.’ And there we were, all three of us on the 
way to San Fernando. Clousiot was particularly splendid in his 
snuff-coloured semi-military uniform. 

We were all three deeply moved by this return to the house 
that had taken us in with such kindness. It seemed as though 
the ladies understood our emotion, for both speaking together 
they said, ‘So here you are, home again! Sit yourselves down 
comfortably.’ And now, instead of saying Monsieur each time 
they spoke to us, they called us by our Christian names — 
‘Henri, please may [ have the sugar? André [Maturette’s name 
was André], a little more pudding?’ 

Mrs. Bowen and Miss Bowen, I hope that God has rewarded 
you for all the great kindness you showed us, and that your 
noble hearts — hearts that gave us so much joy — have never 
known anything but perfect happiness all your lives. 

With a map spread out on the table, we asked their advice. 
The distances were very great: seven hundred and fifty miles to 
reach Santa Marta, the nearest Colombian port, thirteen hundred 
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miles to Panama; one thousand four hundred and fifty to Costa 
Rica. Mr. Bowen came home. ‘I’ve telephoned all the consul- 
ates, and I’ve one piece of good news — you can stay a few days 
at Curacao to rest. Colombia has no set rules about escaped pris- 
oners. As far as the consul knows no one has ever reached Col- 
ombia by sea. Nor Panama nor anywhere else, either.’ 

‘I know a safe place for you,’ said Margaret, Mr. Bowen’s 
daughter. ‘But it’s a great way off — one thousand eight hun- 
dred miles at least.’ 

“Where’s that?’ asked her father. 

‘British Honduras. The governor is my godfather.’ 

I looked at my friends and said, ‘All aboard for British 
Honduras.’ It was a British possession with the Republic of 
Honduras on the south and Mexico on the north. Helped by 
Margaret and her mother we spent the afternoon working out 
the course. First leg, Trinidad to Curacao, six hundred and 
twenty-five miles: second leg, Curacao to some island or other 
on our route: third leg, British Honduras. 

As you can never tell what will happen at sea, we decided 
that in addition to the stores the police would give us, we 
should have a special case of tinned tings to fall back on — meat, 
vegetables, jam, fish, etc. Margaret told us that the Salvatori 
Supermarket would be delighted to make us a present of them. 
‘And if they won’t,’ she said simply, ‘Mama and I will buy 
them for you.’ 

‘No, Mademoiselle.’ 

‘Hush, Henri.’ 

‘No, it’s really not possible, because we have money and it 
wouldn’t be right to profit by your kindness when we can 
perfectly well buy these stores ourselves.’ 

The boat was at Port of Spain, afloat in a Royal Navy dock. 
We left our friends, promising to see one another again before 
we finally sailed away. Every evening we went out punctually 
at eleven o’clock. Clousiot sat on a bench in the liveliest square 
and Maturette and I took it in turns to stay with him while the 
other wandered about the town. We had been here now for 
ten days. Thanks to the iron set in his plaster, Clousiot could 
walk without too much difficulty. We had learnt to get to the 
harbour by taking a tram. We often went in the afternoons 
and always at night. We were known and adopted in some of 
the bars down there. The police on guard saluted us and 
everybody knew who we were and where we came from, 
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though there was never the slightest allusion to anything what- 
soever. But we noticed that in the bars where we were known 
they charged us less for what we ate or drank than the sailors. 
It was the same with the tarts. Generally speaking, whenever 
they sat down at a table with sailors or officers or tourists they 
drank non-stop and always tried to make them spend as much 
as possible. In the bars where there was dancing, they would 
never dance with anyone unless he stood them a good many 
drinks first. But they all behaved quite differently with us. 
They would stay with us for quite a time and we had to press 
them before they’d drink anything at all: and then it wasn’t 
their notorious tiny glass, but a beer or a genuine whiskey and 
soda. All this pleased us very much, because it was an indirect 
way of saying that they knew how we were fixed and that 
they were on our side. 

The boat had been repainted and the gunwale raised six 
inches. The keel had been strengthened. None of her ribs had 
suffered, and the boat was quite sound. The mast had been 
replaced by a longer but lighter spar, and the flour-sack jib 
and staysail by good ochre-coloured canvas. At the naval basin 
a captain gave me a fully-graduated compass and showed me 
how I could find roughly where I was by using the chart. Our 
course for Curagao was marked out — west by north. 

The captain introduced me to a naval officer in command 
of the training-ship Tarpon, and he asked me if I would be so 
good as to go to sea at about eight the next morning and run 
a little way out of the harbour. I did not understand why, but 
I promised to do so. I was at the basin next day at the appointed 
time, with Maturette. A sailor came aboard with us and I sailed 
out of the harbour with a fair wind. Two hours later, as we 
were tacking in and out of the port, a man-of-war came towards 
us. The officers and crew, all in white, were lined up on the 
deck. They went by close to us and shouted ‘Hurrah!’ They 
turned about and dipped their ensign twice. It was an official 
salute whose meaning I didn’t grasp. We went back to the 
naval basin, where the man-of-war was already tied up at the 
landing-stage. As for us, we moored alongside the quay. The 
sailor made signs to us to follow him; we went aboard and 
the captain of the ship welcomed us at the top of the gangway. 
The bosun’s pipe saluted our coming aboard, and when we 
had been introduced to the officers they led us past the cadets 
and petty-officers lined up and standing to attention. The cap- 
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tain said a few words to them in English and then they fell 
out. A young officer explained that the captain had just told 
the cadets we deserved a sailor’s respect for having made such 
a long voyage in that little boat; he also told them we were 
about to make an even longer and more dangerous trip. We 
thanked the officer for the honour we had been paid. He made 
us a present of three oilskins — they were very useful to us 
afterwards. They were black, and they fastened with a long 
zip: they had hoods. 

Two days before we left, Mr. Bowen came to see us with 
a message from the police superintendent asking us to take 
three relégués with us — they had been picked up a week 
before. These relégués had been landed on the island and 
according to them their companions had gone on to Venezuela. 
I didn’t much care for the idea, but we had been treated too 
handsomely to be able to refuse to take the three men aboard. 
I asked to see them before giving my answer. A police-car 
came to fetch me. I went to see the superintendent, the high- 
ranking officer who had questioned us when we first came. 
Sergeant Willy acted as interpreter. 

‘How are you?’ 

“Very well, thanks. We should. like you to do us a favour.’ 

‘With pleasure, if it’s possible.’ 

‘There are three French relégués in our prison. They were 
on the island illegally for some weeks and they claim that 
their friends marooned them here and then sailed away. We 
believe it’s a trick to get us to provide them with another boat. 
We have to get them off the island: it would be a pity if I 
were forced to hand them over to the purser of the first French 
ship that goes by.’ 

“Well, sir, I'll do the very best I possibly can; but I’d like 
to talk to them first. It’s a risky thing to take three unknown 
men aboard, as you will certainly understand.’ 

‘I understand. Willy, give orders to have the three French- 
men brought out into the courtyard.’ 

I wanted to see them alone and I asked the sergeant to leave 
us to ourselves. ‘You’re relégués?’ 

‘No. We’re convicts.’ 

“What did you say you were relégués for, then?’ 

“We thought they’d rather have a man who’d done small 
crimes rather than big ones. We got it wrong: we see that now. 
And what about you? What are you?’ 
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‘Convict.’ 

‘Don’t know you.’ 

‘I came on the last convoy. When did you?’ 

‘The 1929 shipment.’ 

‘Me on the ’27,’ said the third man. 

‘Listen: the superintendent sent for me to ask me to take 
you aboard — there are three of us already. He said that if I 
won’t and that as there’s not one of you who knows how to 
handle a boat, hell be forced to put you aboard the first French 
ship that goes by. What have you got to say about it?’ 

‘For reasons of our own we don’t want to take to the sea 
again. We could pretend to leave with you and then you could 
drop us at the end of the island and carry on with your own 
break.’ 

‘I can’t do that.’ 

“Why not?’ 

‘Because they’ve been good to us here and I’m not going 
to pay them back with a kick in the teeth.’ 

‘Listen, brother, it seems to me you ought to put a convict 
before a rosbif.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because you’re a convict yourself.’ 

“Yes. But there are so many different kinds of convict that 
maybe there’s more difference between you and me than there 
is between me and the rosbifs. It all depends on where you 
sit.’ 

‘So you’re going to let us be handed over to the French 
authorities?’ 

‘No. But I’m not going to put you ashore before Curacao, 
either.’ 

I don’t think I’ve the heart to begin all over again,’ said 
one of them. 

‘Listen, have a look at the boat first. Perhaps the one you 
came in was no good.’ 

‘Right. Let’s have a go,’ said the two others. 

‘OK. Ill ask the superintendent to let you come and have 
a look at the boat.’ 

Together with Sergeant Willy we all went down to the 
harbour. The three guys seemed more confident once they had 
seen the boat. 
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Setting off Again 


Two days later we and the three strangers left Trinidad. I can’t 
tell how they knew about it, but a dozen girls from the bars 
came down to see us go, as well as the Bowens and the 
Salvation Army captain. When one of the girls kissed me, 
Margaret laughed, and said, ‘Why, Henri, engaged so soon? 
You are a quick worker.’ 

“Au revoir, everybody! No: good-bye! But just let me say 
what a great place you have in our hearts — nothing’ll ever 
change that.’ 

And at four in the afternoon we set out, towed by a tug. 
We were soon out of harbour, but we did not leave without 
wiping away a tear and gazing until the last moment at the 
people who had come to say good-bye and who were waving 
their white handkerchiefs. The moment the tug cast us off we 
set all our sails and headed into the first of the countless waves 
that we were to cross before we reached the end of our voyage. 


There were two knives aboard: I wore one and Maturette the 
other. The axe was next to Clouisiot, and so was the jungle- 
knife. We were certain that none of the others had any weapon. 
We arranged it so that only one of us should ever be asleep 
during the passage. Towards sunset the training-ship came and 
sailed along with us for half an hour. Then she dipped her 
ensign and parted company. 

“What’s your name?’ 

“Leblond.’ 

“Which convoy?’ 

21. 

“What sentence?’ 

“Twenty years.’ 

“What about you?’ 

‘Kargueret, 1929 convoy: fifteen years. I’m a Breton.’ 

“You’re a Breton and you can’t sail a boat?’ 

‘That’s right.’ 

The third said, ‘My name’s Dufils and I come from Angers. 
I got life for a silly crack I made in court: otherwise it’d have 
been ten years at the outside. 1929 convoy.’ 

“What was the crack?’ 
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“Well, I'd killed my wife with a flat-iron, you see. During 
the trial a juryman asked me why the flat-iron. I don’t know 
what possessed me but I told him I’d used a flat-iron on account 
of she needed smoothing out. According to my lawyer it was 
that bloody-fool remark that made them give me such a dose.’ 

“Where did you all make your break from?’ 

‘A logging camp they call Cascade, fifty miles from Saint- 
Laurent. It wasn’t hard to get out — they give you a lot of 
freedom there. We just walked off, the five of us — nothing 
simpler.’ 

‘How come, five? Where are the other two?’ 

An awkward silence. Clousiot said, ‘Man, there are only 
straight guys here, and since we’re together we’ ve got to know. 
Tell.’ 

‘T’ll tell you, then,’ said the Breton. ‘We were five when 
we left, all right: but the two missing guys who aren’t here 
now were from Cannes and they’d told us they were fishermen 
back at home. They paid nothing for the break because they 
said their work in the boat would be worth more than any 
money. Well, on the way we saw that neither the one nor the 
other knew the first thing about the sea. We were on the edge 
of drowning twenty times. We went creeping along the shore 
— first the coast of Dutch Guiana, then British Guiana, and 
then finally Trinidad. Between Georgetown and Trinidad I 
killed the one who said he would act as leader of the break. 
The guy had it coming to him, because to get off not paying 
he had lied to everyone about what a seaman he was. The 
other thought he was going to be killed too and he threw 
himself into the sea during a squall, letting go the tiller. We 
managed as best we could. We let the boat fill with water a 
good many times and in the end we smashed against a rock 
— it was a miracle we got out alive. I give you my word of 
honour everything I’ve said is the exact truth.’ 

‘It’s true,’ said the two others. “That’s just how it happened, 
and we all three of us agreed about killing the guy. What do 
you say about it, Papillon?’ 

‘I’m in no position to judge.’ 

‘But what would you have done in our place?’ insisted the 
Breton. 

‘I'd have to think it over. You want to live through things 
like that to know what’s right and what’s not: otherwise you 
just can’t tell where the truth lies.’ 
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Clousiot said, ‘I’d have killed him, all right. That lie might 
have caused the death of everyone aboard.’ 

‘OK. Let’s scrub it. But I’ve got a hunch you were scared 
through and through. You’re still scared, and you’re only at 
sea because there’s no choice. Is that right?’ 

‘Bleeding right,’ they answered all together. 

‘Well then, there’s not got to be any panic here, whatever 
happens. Whatever happens nobody’s got to show he’s afraid. 
If anyone’s scared, just let him keep his trap shut. This is a 
good boat: it’s proved that. We’re heavier laden than we were, 
but then she’s been raised six inches all round. That more than 
compensates.’ 

We smoked; we drank coffee. We had had a good meal 
before leaving and we decided not to have another before next 
morning. 

This was 9 December 1933, forty-two days since the break 
had started in the high security ward of the hospital at Saint- 
Laurent. It was Clousiot, the company’s accountant, who told 
us that. I had three very valuable things that we lacked when 
we set out — a waterproof steel watch bought in Trinidad, a real 
good compass in gimbals, and a pair of celluloid sunglasses. 
Clousiot and Maturette each had a cap. 

Three days passed with nothing much happening, apart from 
our twice meeting with schools of dolphins. They made our 
blood run cold, because one band of eight started playing with 
the boat. First they’d run under it longways and come up just 
in front — sometimes one of ther would touch us. But what 
really made us quake was the next caper. Three dolphins in a 
triangle, one in front and then two abreast, would race straight 
for our bows, tearing through the water. When they were within 
a hair’s breadth of us they would dive and then come up on 
the right and the left of the boat. Although we had a good 
breeze and we were running right before it they went still 
faster than we did. The game lasted for hours: it was ghastly. 
The slightest mistake on their part and they would have tipped 
us over. The three newcomers said nothing, but you should 
have seen their miserable faces! 

In the middle of the night of the fourth day a perfectly 
horrible storm broke out. It really was something quite terrify- 
ing. The worst part of it was that the waves didn’t follow one 
another in the same direction. As often as not they collided 
and broke against one another. Some were long and deep, 
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others choppy — there was no understanding it. Nobody uttered 
a word except for Clousiot; from time to time he called out, 
‘Go it, mate! You’ll do this one, just like the rest.” Or ‘Keep 
an eye out for the one behind!’ 

A very curious thing was that sometimes they would come 
three-quarters on, roaring and capped with foam. Fine: I'd 
have plenty of time to judge their speed and work out the right 
angle to take them. Then suddenly, unreasonably, there’d 
be one roaring right up over the boat’s stern, immediately 
behind. Many a time they broke over my shoulders and then 
of course a good deal came into the boat. The five men baled 
non-stop with tins and saucepans. Still, I never filled her more 
than a quarter full and so we were never in danger of sinking. 
This party lasted a good half of the night, close on seven 
hours. Because of the rain we never saw the sun at all until 
eight. 

We were all of us, including me, heartily glad to see this 
sun shining away with all its might after the storm. Before 
anything else, coffee. Scalding hot coffee with Nestlé’s milk 
and ship’s biscuits: they were as hard as iron, but once they 
were drunked in coffee they were wonderful. The night’s 
struggle against the storm had worn me right out, and although 
there was still a strong wind and a heavy, uneven sea, I asked 
Maturette to take over for a while. I just had to sleep. I hadn’t 
been lying down ten minutes before Maturette took a wave 
the wrong way and the boat was three quarters swamped. 
Every thing was afloat — tins, stove, blankets, the lot. I reached 
the tiller with the water up to my waist and I just had time to 
avoid a breaking wave coming right down upon us. With a 
heave of the tiller IJ put us stern-on: the sea did not come in 
but thrust us forward for a good ten yards. 

Everyone baled. With the big saucepan Maturette flung out 
three gallons at a time. No one bothered about saving anything 
at all — there was only one idea and that was to empty the 
boat of all this water that was making her so heavy that she 
could not struggle against the sea. I must admit the three 
newcomers behaved well; and when the Breton’s tin was swept 
away, alone he took the quick decision to ease the boat by 
letting go the water-cask, which he heaved overboard. Two 
hours later everything was dry, but we had lost our blankets, 
primus, charcoal stove and charcoal, the wicker bottle of paraf- 
fin and the water-cask, the last on purpose. 
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At midday I went to put on another pair of trousers, and it 
was then that I noticed that my little suitcase had gone over- 
board too, together with two of the three oilskins. Right at the 
bottom of the boat we found two bottles of rum. All the tobacco 
was either gone or soaked: the leaves and their water-tight tin 
had disappeared. I said, ‘Brothers, let’s have a good solid tot 
of rum to begin with, and then open the reserves and see 
what we can reckon on. Here’s fruit juice: good. We’ll ration 
ourselves for what we can drink. Here are some tins of biscuits: 
let’s empty one and make a stove of it. We'll stow the other 
tins in the bottom of the boat anc make a fire with the wood 
of the box. A little while ago we were all pretty scared, but 
the danger’s over now: we’ve just got to get over it and not 
let the others down. From this moment on, no one must say 
“I’m thirsty’’, no one must say ‘‘I’m hungry’’; and no one 
must say ‘‘I feel like a smoke’’. OK?’ 

‘OK, Papi.’ 

Everyone behaved well and providentially the wind dropped 
so that we could make a soup with bully-beef for a basis. A 
mess tin full of this with ship’s biscuits soaked in it gave us 
a comfortable lining, quite enough until tomorrow. We brewed 
a very little green tea for each man. And in an unbroken box 
we found a carton of cigarettes: they were little packets of 
eight, and there were twenty-four of them. The other five 
decided that I alone should smoke, to help me keep awake; 
and so there should be no ill-feeling, Clousiot refused to light 
them for me, but he did pass me the match. What with this 
good understanding aboard, nothing unpleasant happened at 
any time. 

Now it was six days since we had sailed, and I had not yet 
been able to sleep. But this afternoon I did sleep, the sea being 
as smooth as glass: I slept, flat out, for nearly five hours. It 
was ten in the evening when I woke. A flat calm still. They 
had had a meal without me and I[ found a very well cooked 
kind of polenta made of maize flour — tinned, of course — and 
I ate it with a few smoked sausages. It was delicious. The tea 
was almost cold, but that didn’t matter in the least. I smoked, 
waiting for the wind to make up its mind to blow. 

The night was wonderfully starlit. The pole star shone with 
all its full brilliance and only the Southern Cross outdid it in 
splendour. The Great and the Little Bear were particularly 
clear. Not a cloud, and already the full moon was well up in 
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the starry sky. The Breton was shivering. He had lost his jacket 
and he was down to his shirt. I lent him the oilskin. 

We began the seventh day. ‘Mates, we can’t be very far 
from Curacao. I have a hunch I made a little too much northing, 
so now I'll steer due west, because we mustn’t miss the Dutch 
West Indies. That would be serious, now we’ ve no fresh water 
left and all the focd’s gone except for the reserve.’ 

‘We leave it to you, Papillon,’ said the Breton. 

“Yes, we leave it to you,” said all the others together. ‘You 
do what you think right.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

It seemed to me that what I had said was best. All night 
long the wind had failed us and it was only about four in 
the morning that a breeze set us moving again. This breeze 
strengthened during the forenoon, and for thirty-six hours it 
blew strong enough to carry us along at a fair rate, but the 
waves were so gentle we never thumped at all. 


Curacao 


Gulls. First their cries, because it was still dark, and then the 
birds themselves, wheeling above the boat. One settled on the 
mast, lifted off, then settled again. All this flying around lasted 
three hours and more until the dawn came up, with a brilliant 
sun. Nothing on the horizon showed any hint of land. Where 
the hell did all these gulls and sea-birds come from? Our eyes 
searched throughout the day, and searched in vain. Not the 
least sign of land anywhere near. The full moon rose just as 
the sun was setting; and this tropical moon was so strong that 
its glare hurt my eyes. I no longer had my dark glasses — they 
had gone with that diabolical old wave, as well as all our caps. 
At about eight o’clock, very far away in this lunar daylight, 
we saw a dark line on the horizon. 

‘That’s land all right,’ said I, the first of us all to say it. 

‘Yes, so it is.’ 


132 


In short, everybody agreed that they could see a dark line 
that must be land of some sort. All through the rest of the 
night I kept my bows pointed towards this shadow, which 
grew clearer and clearer. We were getting there. No clouds, a 
strong wind and tall but regular waves, and we were running 
in as fast as we could go. The dark mass did not rise high 
over the water, and there was no way of telling whether the 
coast was cliffs, rocks or beach. The moon was setting on the 
far side of the land, and it cast a shadow that prevented me 
from seeing anything except a line of lights at sea-level, con- 
tinuous at first and then broken. ] came closer and closer, and 
then, about half a mile from the shore, I dropped anchor. The 
wind was strong, the boat swung round and faced the waves, 
which it took head-on every time. It tossed us around a great 
deal and indeed it was very uncomfortable. The sails were 
lowered and furled, of course. We might have waited until 
daylight in this unpleasant but safe position, but unhappily the 
anchor suddenly lost its hold. To steer a boat, it has to be 
moving: otherwise the rudder has. no bite. We hoisted the jib 
and stay-sail, but then a strange thing happened — the anchor 
would not get a grip again. The others hauled the rope aboard: 
it came in without any anchor. We had lost it. In spite of 
everything I could do the waves kept heaving us in towards 
the rocks of this land in such a dangerous way that I decided 
to hoist the mainsail and run in on purpose — run in fast. 
This I carried out so successfully that there we were, wedged 
between two rocks, with the boat absolutely shattered. No one 
bawled out in panic, but when the next wave came rolling in 
we all plunged into it and ended up on shore, battered, tumbled, 
soaked, but alive. Only Clousiot, with his plastered leg, had a 
worse time than the rest of us. His arm, face and hands were 
badly scraped. We others had a few bangs on the knees, hands 
and ankles. My ear had come up against a rock a little too 
hard, and it was dripping with blood. 

Still, there we were, alive on dry land, out of the reach of 
the waves. When day broke we picked up the oilskin and I 
turned the boat over — it was beginning to go to pieces. I 
managed to wrench the compass from its place in the stern- 
sheets. There was no one where we had been cast up, nor 
anywhere around. We looked at the line of lights, and later 
we learned that they were there to warn fishermen that the 
place was dangerous. We walked away, going inland; and we 
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saw nothing, only cactuses, huge cactuses, and donkeys. We 
reached a well, tired out, for we had had to carry Clousiot, 
taking turns with two of us making a kind of chair with joined 
hands. Round the well there were the dried carcasses of goats 
and asses. The well was empty, and the windmill that had 
once worked it was now turning idly, bringing nothing up. 
Not a soul; only these goats and donkeys. 

We went on to a little house whose open doors invited us 
to walk in. We called out ‘Haloo! Haloo!’ Nobody. On the 
chimney-piece a canvas bag with its neck tied by a string; I 
took it and opened it. As I opened it the string broke — it was 
full of florins, the Dutch currency. So we were on Dutch 
territory: Bonaire, Curagao or Aruba. We put the bag back 
without touching anything; we found water and each drank in 
turn out of a ladle. No one in the house, no one anywhere 
near. We left, and we were going along very slowly, because 
of Clousiot, when an old Ford blocked our path. 

‘Are you Frenchmen?’ 

‘Yes, Monsieur.’ 

‘Get into the car, will you?’ Three got in behind and we 
settled Clousiot on their knees; I sat next to the driver and 
Maturette next to me. 

“You’ve been wrecked?’ 

“Yes.” 

“Anyone drowned?’ 

‘No.’ 

“Where do you come from?’ 

‘Trinidad.’ 

‘And before that?’ 

‘French Guiana.’ 

‘Convicts or relégués?’ 

‘Convicts.’ 

‘I’m Dr. Naal, the owner of this property; it’s a peninsula 
running out from Curacao. They call it Ass’s Island. Goats 
and asses live here, feeding on the cactuses, in spite of the 
long thorns. The common nickname for those thorns is the 
young ladies of Curagao.’ 

I said, ‘That’s not very flattering for the real young ladies 
of Curacao.’ The big, heavy man laughed noisily. With an 
asthmatic gasp the worn-out Ford stopped of its own accord. 
I pointed to a herd of asses and said, ‘If the car can’t manage 
it any more, we can easily have ourselves pulled.’ 
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‘I’ve got a sort of harness in the boot, but the great difficulty 
is to catch a couple and then put the hamess on.’ The fat 
fellow opened the bonnet and found that a particularly heavy 
lurch had disconnected a plug. Before getting in he gazed all 
round, looking uneasy. We set off again, and having bumped 
along rough tracks we came to a white barrier across the road. 
Here there was a little white cottage. He spoke in Dutch to a 
very light-coloured, neatly-dressed Negro who kept saying, 
“Ya, master; ya, master.’ Then he said, ‘I’ve given this man 
orders to stay with you until I come back and give you some- 
thing to drink if you’re thirsty. Will you get out?’ We got out 
and sat on the grass in the shade. The aged Ford went gasping 
away. It had scarcely gone fifty yards before the black, speak- 
ing papiamento — a Dutch West Indies patois made up of 
English, Dutch, French and Spanish words -- told us that his 
boss, Dr. Naal, had gone to fetch the police, because he was 
very frightened of us: he had told him to look out for himself, 
we being escaped thieves. And the poor devil of a mulatto 
couldn’t do enough to try to please us. He made us some 
coffee: it was very weak, but in that heat it did us good. We 
waited for more than an hour and then there appeared a big 
van after the nature of a black maria with six policemen dressed 
in the German style, and an open car with a uniformed chauf- 
feur and three gentlemen behind, one of them being Dr. Naal. 

They got out, and the smallest, who looked like a new- 
shaven priest, said to us, ‘I am the superintendent in charge 
of security for the island of Curacao. My position obliges me 
to place you under arrest. Have you committed any crimes 
since your arrival upon the island and if so what? And which 
of you?’ 

‘Monsieur, we are escaped prisoners. We have come from 
Trinidad, and only a few hours ago we wrecked our boat on 
your rocks. I am the leader of this little band and I can assure 
you not one of us has committed the slightest crime.’ 

The superintendent turned towards Dr. Naal and spoke to 
him in Dutch. They were both talking when a fellow hurried 
up on a bicycle. He talked loud and fast, as much to Dr. Naal 
as to the policeman. 

‘Monsieur Naal,’ I said, ‘why did you tell this man we were 
thieves?’ 

‘Because before I met you this fellow told me he watched 
you from behind a cactus and he had seen you go into his 
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house and then come out of it again. He’s an employee of 
mine — he looks after some of my asses.’ 

‘And just because we went into the house does that mean 
we’re thieves? What you say doesn’t make sense, Monsieur: 
all we did was to take some water — you don’t call that theft, 
do you?’ 

‘And what about the bag of florins?’ 

“Yes, I did open that bag; and in fact I broke the string as 
I did so. But I most certainly didn’t do anything but look to 
see what kind of money it had in it, and so to find out what 
country we had reached. I scrupulously put the money and the 
bag back where they were, on the chimney-piece.’ 

The policeman looked me right in the eye, and then turning 
he spoke to the character on the bicycle very severely. Dr. 
Naal made as though to speak. Harshly, in the German style, 
the superintendent cut him short. Then he made the newcomer 
get into the open car next to the chauffeur, got in himself with 
two policemen and drove off. Naal and the other man who 
had come with him walked into the house with us. 

‘I must explain,’ he said. ‘That man had told me the bag 
had vanished. Before having you searched, the superintendent 
questioned him, because he thought he was lying. If you’re 
innocent, I’m very sorry about the whole thing; but it wasn’t 
my fault.’ 

Less than a quarter of an hour later the car came back and 
the superintendent said to me, ‘You told the truth: that man 
was a disgusting liar. He will be punished for having tried to 
damage you like this.” Meanwhile the fellow was being loaded 
aboard the black maria: the five others got in too and I was 
about to follow when the superintendent held me back and 
said, ‘Get into my car next to the driver.” We set out ahead 
of the van and very quickly we lost sight of it. We took 
proper macadamed roads and then came to the town with its 
Dutch-looking houses. Everything was very clean, and most 
of the people were on bicycles — there were hundreds of them 
coming and going in every direction. We reached the police- 
station. We went through a big office with a good many 
policemen in it, all dressed in white and each at his own desk, 
and we came to an inner room. It had air-conditioning, and it 
was cool. A big fat fair-haired man of about forty was sitting 
there in an armchair. He got up and spoke in Dutch. When 
their first remarks were over the superintendent, speaking 
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French, said, ‘This is the chief of police of Curacao. Chief, 
this Frenchman is the leader of the band of six we’ve just 
picked up.’ 

“Very good, Superintendent. As shipwrecked men, you are 
welcome to Curacao. What’s your name?’ 

‘Henri.’ 

“Well, Henri, you have had a very unpleasant time with this 
business of the bag of money, but from your point of view 
it’s all for the best, because it certainly proves you are an 
honest man. I'll give you a sunny room with a bunk in it so 
you can get some rest. Your case will be put before the gov- 
ernor and he will take appropriate measures. The superinten- 
dent and I will speak in your favour.’ He shook hands and we 
left. In the courtyard Dr. Naal apclogized and promised to use 
his influence on our behalf. Two hours later we were all shut 
up in a very large kind of ward with a dozen beds in it and a 
long table and benches down the middle. Through the open 
window we asked a policeman to buy us tobacco, cigarette- 
paper and matches, with Trinidad dollars. He did not take the 
money and we didn’t understand his reply. 

‘That coal-black character seems too devoted to his duty by 
half,’ said Clousiot. ‘We still haven’t got that tobacco.’ 

I was just about to knock on the door when it opened. A 
little man looking something like a coolie and wearing prison 
uniform with a number on the chest so that there should be 
no mistake, said, ‘Money, cigarettes.” ‘No. Tobacco, matches 
and paper.’ A few minutes later jae came back with all these 
things and with a big steaming pot — chocolate or cocoa. He 
brought bowls too, and we each of us drank one full. 

I was sent for in the afternoon, and I went to the chief of 
police’s office again. ‘The governor has given me orders to 
let you walk about in the prison courtyard. Tell your com- 
panions not to try to escape, for that would lead to very serious 
consequences for all of you. Since you are the leader, you 
may go into the town for two hours every morning, from ten 
until twelve, and then in the afternoon from three until five. 
Have you any money?’ 

“Yes. English and French.’ 

‘A plain-clothes policeman will go with you wherever you 
choose during your outings.’ 

“What are they going to do to us?’ 

‘I think we’ll try to get you adoard tankers one by one — 
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tankers of different nationalities. Curacao has one of the 
biggest oil refineries in the world: it treats oil from Venezuela, 
and so there are twenty or twenty-five tankers from all coun- 
tries coming and going every day. That would be the ideal 
solution for you, because then you would reach the other 
countries without any sort of difficulty.’ 

“What countries, for example? Panama, Costa Rica, Guate- 
mala, Nicaragua, Mexico, Canada, Cuba, the United States or 
the countries which have English laws?’ 

‘Impossible. Europe’s just as impossible too. Don’t you 
worry: just you rely on us and let us do our best to help you 
make a new start in life.’ 

‘Thank you, Chief.’ 

I repeated all this very exactly to my companions. Clousiot, 
the sharpest crook of us all, said, ‘What do you think of it, 
Papillon?’ 

‘I don’t know yet. I’m afraid it may be a piece of soap so 
we’ll keep quiet and not escape.’ 

‘I’m afraid you may be right,’ he said. 

The Breton believed in this wonderful scheme. The flat-iron 
guy was delighted: he said, ‘No more boats, no more adven- 
tures, and that’s for sure. We each of us land up in some 
country or other aboard a big tanker and then we fade right 
away.’ Leblond was of the same opinion. 

“What about you, Maturette?’ 

And this kid of nineteen, this little wet-leg who had accident- 
ally been turned into a convict, this boy with features finer 
than a girl, raised his gentle voice and said, ‘And do you people 
really think these square-headed cops are going to produce bent 
papers for each one of us? Or even actually forge them? I 
don’t. At the most they might close their eyes if we went off 
one by one, and illegally got aboard a tanker on its way out: 
but nothing more. And even then they’d only do so to get rid 
of us without a headache. That’s what I think. I don’t believe 
a word of it.’ 

I went out very little: just now and then in the mornings, 
to buy things. We had been here a week now, and nothing had 
happened. We were beginning to feel anxious. One evening we 
saw three priests accompanied by policemen going round the 
cells and wards. They stopped for a long while in the cell 
nearest to us, where a Negro accused of rape was shut up. We 
thought they might come to see us, so we went back into the 
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ward and sat there, each on his bed. And indeed all three of 
them did come in, together with Dr. Naal, the chief of police 
and someone in a white uniform I took to be a naval officer. 

‘Monseigneur, here are the Frenchmen,’ said the chief of 
police in French. ‘Their behaviour has been excellent.’ 

‘I congratulate you, my sons. Let us sit down on the benches 
round this table; we shall be able to talk better like that.’ 
Everyone sat down, including the people who were with the 
bishop. They brought a stool that stood by the door in the 
courtyard and put it at the head of the table. That way the 
bishop could see everybody. ‘Nearly all Frenchmen are Cath- 
olics: is there any one among you who is not?’ Nobody put 
up his hand. It seemed to me that I too ought to look upon 
myself as a Catholic. ‘My friends, I descend from a French 
family. My name is Irénée de Bruyne. My people were Hugue- 
nots, Protestants who fled to Holland at the time Catherine de 
Medicis was hunting them down. So I am a Frenchman by 
blood. I am the bishop of Curagao, a town where there are 
more Protestants than Catholics, but where the Catholics are 
very zealous and attentive to their duties. What is your 
position?’ 

“We are waiting to be put aboard tankers, one by one.’ 

‘How many of you have left ia this way?’ 

‘None, so far.’ 

‘Hmmm. What have you to say to that, Chief? Be so kind 
as to answer in French — you speak it so well.’ 

‘Monseigneur, the governor really did have the idea of help- 
ing these men in this way, but in all frankness I must tell you 
that so far not a single captain has agreed to take one, princi- 
pally because they have no passports.’ 

‘That’s where we must start, then. Couldn’t the governor 
give each one a special passport for the occasion?’ 

‘I don’t know. He’s never talked to me about that.’ 

‘The day after tomorrow I shall say a mass for you. Would 
you like to come to confession tomorrow afternoon? I'll con- 
fess you myself — Ill do all I can for you so that the good 
Lord will forgive your sins. Is it possible for you to have these 
men sent to the cathedral at three o’clock?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘I should like them to come in a taxi or a private car.’ 

‘lll bring them myself, Monseigneur,” said Dr. Naal. 

‘Thank you. My sons, I promise you nothing. Just one per- 
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fectly true word — from now on I shall try to be as useful to 
you as I possibly can.’ 

When we saw Naal kiss his ring and then the Breton do the 
same we all touched it with our lips and went with him as far 
as his car, which was parked in the courtyard. 

The next day everybody went to the bishop for confession. 
I was the last. 

‘Come, my son, let us begin with the gravest sin.’ 

‘Father, to begin with I’m not baptized; but a priest in the 
prison in France told me that whether you were baptized or 
not, everyone was God’s child.’ 

‘He was right. Very well. Let us leave the confessional and 
you can tell me all about it.’ 

I told him the story of my life in detail. At great length, 
patiently and very attentively this prince of the Church listened 
to me without interrupting. He took my hands in his and often 
he looked me full in the faces and then sometimes, when I 
came to passages that were hard to bring out, he lowered his 
eyes to help me in my confession. This sixty-year-old priest’s 
eyes and face were so pure that there was an almost child-like 
reflection in them. The transparent cleanliness of his soul (full 
of boundless kindness, I was sure) shone in all his features; 
and the gaze of his pale grey eyes entered into me, as soothing 
as balm to a wound. Gently, very gently, and still holding my 
hands in his, he spoke to me in so quiet a voice that it was 
almost a whisper. ‘God sometimes requires His children to 
bear with human wickedness so that the one He has chosen 
as a victim may emerge stronger and nobler than before. 
Reflect, my son: if you had not been forced to undergo this 
calvary you would never have been able to raise yourself to 
such heights or to bring yourself so close to divine truth. I 
will go even farther. The people, the system, the workings 
of this horrible machine that has ground you down, and the 
fundamentally evil beings who in their different ways have 
tormented and harmed you, have in fact done you the greatest 
service they possibly could. They have brought a new person 
into being inside you, better than the first; and it is to them 
that you owe it that now you possess a sense of honour, 
kindness and charity, as well as the will-power needed to 
conquer all these difficulties and to become a finer man. In a 
person like you these notions of revenge cannot prosper; nor 
can the idea of punishing each one according to the harm he 


140 


has done you. You must be a saver of men. You must not live 
to hurt others, even though you may think it justified. God has 
been open-handed towards you; He has said to you ‘‘Help 
yourself, and I will help you’’. He has helped you in every- 
thing, and He has even allowed you to save others and to bring 
them to freedom. Above all, do not suppose that the sins 
you have committed are so very grave. There are plenty of 
highly-placed people who are guilty of much more serious 
misconduct than yours. Yet the punishment inflicted by human 
justice has not given them the opportunity of rising above 
themselves as you have done.’ 

‘Thank you, Father. You have done me an enormous amount 
of good: it will last me all my life. I shall never forget it.’ 
And I kissed his hands. 

‘You must set off again, my son, and come face to face 
with other perils. I should like to christen you before you go. 
What do you say?’ 

‘Father, leave me like this for a moment. My father brought 
me up without any religion. He has a heart of gold. When 
Maman died he somehow managed to take her place, with all 
the things a mother would say or do, and all a mother’s affec- 
tion. It seems to me that if I let myself be christened, I should 
somehow be betraying him. Just let me be completely free for 
a while, with a proper set of papers and an ordinary way of 
eaming my living, so that when I write to him I can ask 
whether I can leave his philosophy — whether I can be christ- 
ened without grieving him.’ 

T understand, my son, and I am sure God is with you. I 
give you my blessing and I beg that God will protect you.’ 


‘There,’ said Dr. Naal, ‘you see how Monseigneur Irénée de 
Bruyne’s sermon shows you the whole man himself?’ 

‘Certainly I do. Tell me, what are you thinking of doing 
now?’ 

‘I am going to ask the governor to give orders for me to 
have the preference in the next sale of confiscated smuggling 
boats. You will come with me to tell me your opinion and 
pick the one you think most suitable. For the rest, stores and 
clothes, it will be easy.’ 

From the day of the bishop’s sermon we had a constant 
flow of visitors, particularly at about six in the evening. They 
were people who wanted to know us. They sat on the benches 
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by the table and each brought something that he would put 
down on a bed and leave without saying anything about it. 
About two in the afternoon the Little Sisters of the Poor would 
appear, accompanied by their Superior; they spoke French very 
well. Their basket was always full of good things they had 
cooked themselves. The Mother Superior was very young — 
less than forty. You could not see her hair, because it was 
hidden under her white coif, but her eyes were blue and her 
eyebrows fair. She belonged to a great family in Holland (Dr. 
Naal told us) and she had written home to see whether some- 
thing could be done for us instead of our being sent off to sea 
again. We spent some pleasant hours together and she would 
ask me to tell the story of our escape. Sometimes she would 
ask me to tell the nuns who came with her and who spoke 
French. And if I forgot a detail or skipped it she would gently 
call me to order. ‘Henri, not so fast. You have skipped the 
story of the hocco ... Why are you forgetting the ants today? 
They are very important, since it was because of the ants that 
the Masked Breton came upon you by surprise.’ I tell all this, 
because those were such gentle, kindly moments and so wholly 
unlike everything we had lived through that our horrible rotting 
former life seemed to be lit up by a heavenly light and to 
become unreal. 

I saw the boat, a splendid twenty-five-foot craft with a deep 
keel, a very long mast and a huge spread of sail. It was perfectly 
designed for smuggling. It was fully equipped, but there were 
wax customs seals all over it. At the auction someone began 
the bidding at six thousand florins, or round about a thousand 
dollars. To cut the story short, after a few whispered words 
between this man and Dr. Naal they let us have it for six 
thousand and one florins. 

In five days we were ready. Newly painted and crammed 
with stores all carefully stowed below, this half-decked boat 
was a kingly gift. A suitcase for each man, six suitcases filled 
with new clothes, shoes and everything necessary, were lined 
up in a waterproof tarpaulin and then stowed on the deck. 
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The Prison at Rio Hachs 


We left at dawn. The doctor and the nuns came to say goodbye. 
We slipped our moorings easily; the wind took us right away 
and we sailed out of the harbour. A brilliant sun came up and 
we had an untroubled day before us. In no time I found that 
the boat had too much in the way of sail and not enough 
ballast. I made up my mind to be very cautious. We raced 
along: from the point of view of speed this boat was a 
thoroughbred but she was both touchy and nervous. I steered 
due west. 

It had been decided that we should land our three passengers 
from Trinidad illegally on the coast of Colombia. They 
wouldn’t have anything whatever to do with a long voyage; 
they said they trusted in me all right, but not in the weather. 
And in fact the forecasts in the papers we had read in prison 
spoke of storms and even hurricanes. I acknowledged they 
were within their rights and it was agreed we should land them 
on a barren, uninhabited peninsula called Goajira. As for us, 
we should set off again for British Honduras. 

The weather was magnificent. and the starlit night with a 
brilliant half moon made our scheme for landing them all the 
easier. We ran straight for the Colombian coast: I dropped 
anchor and foot by foot we sounded to see when they could 
go ashore. Unhappily the water was very deep and we had to 
go dangerously close to the rocky coast before we had less 
than five feet. We shook hands: each of them got out, stood 
there in the sea with his suitcase on his head, and waded to 
the land. We watched them closely and rather sadly. They 
were companions who had faced up to things well; they had 
never let us down at any time. It was a pity they were leaving 
the boat. While they were making their way ashore the wind 
dropped entirely. Hell! What if we were seen from the village 
shown on the map — the village called Rio Hacha? That was 
the nearest port with police in it. Let’s hope not. I had the 
feeling we were much nearer than we had meant to be, because 
of that lighthouse on the headland we had just passed. 

Wait, wait. . . The three men had disappeared, having waved 
good-bye with a white handkerchief. A breeze, for God’s sake! 
A breeze to carry us away from this Colombian coast: for as 
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far as we were concerned the country was one big question 
mark. No one knew whether they handed escaped prisoners 
back or not. All three of us would rather have the certainty of 
British Honduras than this unknown Colombia. It was not until 
three in the afternoon that there was a wind and we were able 
to get under way. I set everything, and with perhaps too much 
aboard we sailed along for a couple of hours: then a launch 
filled with men appeared, steering straight for us and firing 
shots in the air to make us stop. I ran on without obeying, 
trying to get out to sea, out of territorial waters. Impossible. 
The powerful launch caught up with us in less than an hour 
and a half’s chase, and with ten rifles pointing at us we were 
forced to surrender. 

The soldiers or maybe policemen who had arrested us all 
had much the same look: they all wore dirty trousers that had 
once been white and ragged singlets that had never been 
washed at any time, and they were all of them, except for the 
‘captain’, barefoot — he was better dressed and cleaner. But 
although they were badly dressed they were very well armed: 
a full cartridge-belt round their waists, well-kept rifles and a 
long sheathed dagger into the bargain, the hilt just at hand. 
The one they called captain looked like a half-caste and a 
murderer. He had a heavy revolver, and he too wore it with a 
well-filled bandolier. As they only spoke Spanish we could 
not make out their meaning, but neither their looks nor their 
motions nor their tone of voice were friendly: far from it. 

We walked from the harbour to the prison, going through 
the village, which was indeed Rio Hacha, escorted by six 
toughs with three more a couple of paces behind, their guns 
trained on us. It was not the most friendly of welcomes. 

We reached the courtyard of a prison with a little wall round 
it. There were about twenty dirty, bearded prisoners sitting 
about or standing, and they looked at us with hostile eyes. 
‘Vamos, vamos.’ We understood the soldiers to mean. ‘Come 
on, come on,” which was hard for us, because although Clou- 
siot was a good deal better he still had to walk on the iron in 
his plastered leg and he could not go fast. The ‘captain’ had 
stayed behind and now he caught us up with the compass and 
the oilskin under his arm. He was eating our biscuits and 
chocolate and we instantly grasped that we were going to be 
stripped bare. And we weren’t mistaken, either. They shut us 
up in a filthy room with heavy bars over the window. There 
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were some planks on the ground with a kind of wooden pillow 
beside them; those were the beds. A prisoner came to the 
window after the police had left and called to us, ‘Frenchmen, 
Frenchmen!’ 

“What do you want?’ 

‘Frenchmen, no good, no good.’ 

“Who do you mean, no good?’ 

‘Police.’ 

‘Police?’ 

‘Yes, police are no good.’ 

And he disappeared. Night fell; the room was lit by a bulb 
that must have been of a very low voltage, for it gave hardly 
any light. Mosquitoes buzzed round our ears and got into our 
noses. 

“Well, a fine mess we’re in! It's going to cost us a packet, 
having landed those guys.’ 

‘That’s how itis: we couldn’t tell. The real thing was there 
was no wind.’ 

‘You went in too close,’ said Clousiot. 

‘Just you shut your trap, will you? This is no time for blame: 
this is when we’ve got to back one another up. We’ve got to 
hold together now more than ever.’ 

‘Sorry: you’re right, Papi. It was nobody’s fault.’ 

Oh, it would be too unfair if the break were to come to an 
end here, so wretchedly, after we'd had such a struggle. They 
had not searched us. I had my charger in my pocket and I 
hurriedly stuffed it up. So did Clousiot. We had been wise not 
to throw them away. In any case they were watertight wallets, 
easy to carry, and they took up very little room. According to 
my watch it was eight in the evening. They brought us some 
dark brown sugar, a lump the size of your fist for each man, 
and three what you might call gobs of boiled and salted rice. 
‘Buenas noches.” ‘That must mean good night,’ said Maturette. 

At seven the next day they gave us very good coffee in 
wooden bowls out there in the courtyard. At about eight the 
captain came by. I asked him for permission to go to the boat 
to fetch our things. He either didn’t understand or he pretended 
not to. The more I saw him the more he seemed to me to have 
a murdering kind of a face. On the left-hand side of his belt 
he had a little bottle in a leather case: he took it out, uncorked 
it, drank a mouthful, spat and offered it to me. This was the 
first friendly gesture we had seen, so I took it and drank. 
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Fortunately I had only poured a very little into my mouth — 
it was liquid fire and it tasted like methylated spirits. Quickly 
I swallowed and began to cough, which made this half-black 
half-Indian laugh very cheerfully. 

At ten o’clock several civilians appeared, dressed in white 
and wearing ties. There were six or seven of them, and they 
went into a building that seemed to be the prison’s administrat- 
ive centre. We were sent for. They were all sitting there in a 
semicircle in a room dominated by the picture of a very much 
decorated white officer — President Alfonso Lopez of Col- 
ombia. One of these gentlemen made Clousiot sit down, speak- 
ing to him in French; the rest of us remained standing. A thin, 
hook-nosed party in the middle who wore half-glasses began 
questioning me. The interpreter interpreted none of it but said 
to me, ‘The man who has just spoken and who is going to 
interrogate you is the magistrate of the town of Rio Hacha; 
the others are prominent citizens, friends of his. ’m a Haitian, 
and I look after the electricity in these parts: I act as interpreter. 
I believe some of the people here understand a little French, 
though they don’t say so. Maybe even the magistrate.’ 

This preamble made the magistrate impatient, and he broke 
in with his interrogation in Spanish. The Haitian translated the 
questions and answers as they came. 

‘Are you French?’ 

“Yes.” 

“Where do you come from?’ 

“Curagao.’ 

‘And before that?’ 

‘Trinidad.’ 

‘And before that?’ 

‘Martinique.’ 

“You’re lying. More than a week ago our consul in Curagao 
was warned that the coast should be watched because six men 
who had escaped from the French penal settlement were going 
to try to land in our country.’ 

‘All right. We did escape from the penal settlement.’ 

“You’re a Cayenero, then?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘If so noble a country as France sent you so far and punished 
you so severely, it must be because you are very dangerous 
malefactors.’ 

‘Maybe.’ 
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‘Theft or murder?’ 

‘Manslaughter.’ 

‘Killing — it’s all one. So you are matadors, then? Where 
are the other three?’ 

‘They stayed in Curagao.’ 

“You’re lying again. You landed them thirty-five miles from 
here in a region called Castillette. Fortunately they have been 
arrested and they’ll be here in a few hours. Did you steal the 
boat?’ 

‘No. The Bishop of Curagao gave it us as a present.’ 

‘All right. You'll stay in prison here until the governor has 
made up his mind what is to be done with you. For the crime 
of landing three of your accomplices on Colombian territory 
and then trying to put out to sea again, I sentence you, the 
captain of the vessel, to three months imprisonment, and the 
other two to one month. You hacl better behave, if you don’t 
want the police to inflict corporal punishment — they are very 
severe men. Have you anything to say?’ 

‘No. I should just like to collect my belongings and the 
stores aboard the boat.’ 

‘That’s all confiscated by the customs, except for one pair 
of trousers, one shirt, one jacket and a pair of shoes for each 
man. All the rest is confiscated, so don’t make a fuss. There’s 
nothing to be said — it’s the law.” 

Everyone went out into the courtyard. The wretched local 
prisoners clustered round the magistrate, clamouring ‘Doctor, 
Doctor!’ He pushed right through them, swollen with his own 
importance, neither replying nor stopping. They walked out 
of the prison and disappeared. 

At one o’clock our three friends arrived in a lorry, with seven 
or eight armed men. They got out, carrying their suitcases 
and looking thoroughly downcast. We went back indoors with 
them. 

‘What a bloody awful mistake we made — and made you 
make,’ said the Breton. ‘There’s nothing to be said for us, 
Papillon. If you want to kill me, zo right ahead: I shan’t raise 
a finger. We aren’t men: we’re a set of pouffes. We did it 
because we were afraid of the sea. Well, after the glimpse I’ve 
had of Colombia and the Colombians, the perils of the sea are 
a fun-fair compared with the perils of being in the hands of 
these buggers. Was it because there was no wind they copped 
you?’ 
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‘That’s right, Breton. There’s no call for me to kill anyone: 
we all got it wrong. All I had to do was to refuse to land you 
and nothing would have happened.’ 

“You’re too good, Papi.’ 

‘No. I’m fair, that’s all.’ I told them about the interrogation. 
‘So in the end maybe the governor will let us go.’ 

‘Bloody likely. Still, let’s hope, since hope is what keeps 
you going, as the guy said in the story.’ 

As I saw it the authorities of this half-civilized hole could 
not decide upon our case. It was only much higher up that it 
would be laid down whether we could stay in Colombia, or 
whether we were to be handed back to France, or whether we 
should be put back in our boat to go farther off. It would be 
hellish unjust if these people were to take the worst decision, 
for after all we had done them no harm and we hadn’t commit- 
ted the slightest crime in their country. 


We had been here a week now. No change of any kind apart 
from some talk of sending us under strong guard to a larger 
town called Santa Marta, a hundred and twenty-five miles 
away. These savage, piratical-looking police had not changed 
their attitude towards us. Yesterday I was on the very edge of 
being shot by one, just for having snatched my soap back from 
him in the wash-house. We were still in this room stiff with 
mosquitoes, but fortunately it was rather cleaner than the way 
we found it, thanks to Maturette and the Breton scrubbing it 
out every day. I began to despair, to lose confidence. These 
Colombians, this mixed race of Indians and Negroes, and 
Indians and the Spaniards who were once masters here, made 
me feel like giving up. A Colombian prisoner lent me an old 
Santa Marta paper. On the front page there were photos of us 
six and the police-captain underneath, wearing his huge felt 
hat and with a cigar in his mouth. And there was a picture of 
nine or ten police all armed with their rifles too. I gathered 
that the whole thing had been jazzed up and their part in it 
made much more dramatic. Anyone would have thought the 
whole of Colombia had been preserved from some terrible 
danger by our arrest. And yet the picture of the villains was 
pleasanter to look at than the one of the police. The villains 
really looked quite like decent people, whereas the police — 
oh, pardon me! You had only to look at the captain and your 
mind was made up. What were we to do? I began to learn a 
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few words of Spanish. Escape, fugarse; prisoner, preso; kill, 
matar; chain, cadena; handcuffs, esposas; man, hombre; 
woman, mujer. 


The Break from Rio Hacha 


I made friends with a guy in the courtyard who wore handcuffs 
all the time. We smoked the same cigar; it was long, thin and 
terribly strong, but at least it was a smoke. I gathered he 
was a smuggler working between Venezuela and the island of 
Aruba. He was accused of having killed some coastguards and 
he was awaiting his trial. Some days he was wonderfully calm 
and then on others he would be all on edge and nervous. 
Finally I noticed that the calm days were when he chewed 
some leaves he was brought. One day he gave me half of 
one of these leaves and straight away I understood what it 
was all about. My tongue, palate and lips lost all feeling. 
These were the leaves of the coca plant. He was a man of 
thirty-five; his arms were hairy and his chest was covered 
with a mat of very black curly fur; he must have been most 
uncommonly strong. There was such a layer of thick horny 
skin on the soles of his bare feet that I often saw him pull out 
bits of glass or a nail which had gone right in without reaching 
the flesh. 

‘Fuga, you and me,’ I said to the smuggler one afternoon. 
Once when the Haitian had come to see me I had asked him 
for a French-Spanish dictionary. The smuggler got my meaning 
and with a gesture he showed me he’d certainly like to escape, 
but what about the handcuffs? They were American handcuffs 
with a ratchet. They had a slot for the key, and the key must 
certainly be of the flat sort. With a piece of wire, flattened at 
the end, the Breton made me a hook. After several tries I could 
open my new friend’s handcuffs whenever I wanted. He spent 
the night by himself in a calabozo (cell) whose bars were 
fairly thick. In ours they were thin, and they could be bent for 
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sure. So there would be only one bar to saw through — one of 
those in Antonio’s cell (the Colombian was called Antonio). 
‘How can we get a socette (saw)? ‘Plata (money).’ “Cuanto 
(how much)?’ ‘A hundred pesos.’ ‘Dollars?’ ‘Ten.’ To cut it 
short, he got two hacksaw blades with the ten dollars I gave 
him. Drawing on the ground in the yard I showed him how 
he was to mix the metal sawdust with the cooked rice they 
gave us and carefully cover up the slit every time he had sawed 
any depth. At the last moment, just before we all went in for 
the night, I used to open one of his handcuffs. In case they 
were checked, all he had to do was to push on it for it to shut 
automatically. He took three nights to saw through the bar. 
He told me he could finish the cut in under a minute and that 
he was sure he could bend it over with his hands. He was to 
come and fetch me. 

It often rained, and he said that the ‘primera noche de lluvia 
(the first rainy night)’ he would come. That very night it started 
pouring down. My friends knew what I was up to: not one of 
them wanted to accompany me, because they thought the 
region I meant to go to was too far. I wanted to reach the tip 
of the Colombian peninsula on the Venezualan frontier. Our 
map showed this part under the name of Goajira, and said it 
was disputed territory, neither Colombian nor Venezuelan. The 
Colombian said that ‘eso es la tierra de los Indios (this was 
Indian country)’ and that there were no police in those parts, 
neither Colombian nor Venezuelan. Just a few smugglers 
passed through. It was dangerous, because the Goa jira Indians 
would not allow a civilized man into their country. The farther 
inland, the more dangerous they were. There were fishing 
Indians on the coast, and these ones traded with the village of 
Castillette and a hamlet called La Vela through some rather 
more civilized Indians. Antonio himself didn’t want to go 
there. Either he or his friends had killed some Indians during 
a battle that was fought when a boat filled with contraband 
took refuge on their coast by force one day. But Antonio 
undertook to lead me very near to Goajira, and after that I 
was to go on alone. I don’t have to tell you how tedious it 
was, working all this out, because he used words that weren’t 
in the dictionary. 

So that night it was pouring with rain. There I was, standing 
near the window. Long before this a plank had been wrenched 
free from the bed-platform: we were going to use it as a lever 
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to force the bars apart. We had made a trial two nights before, 
and we had seen they gave easily. 

‘Listo (ready).’ Antonio’s face appeared, stuck between the 
bars. Helped by Maturette and the Breton, I not only wrenched 
the bar aside with a single heave, but even unseated its bottom 
end. They shoved me up, and before I vanished they slapped 
my buttocks hard. This was my friends’ good-bye. We were 
in the yard. The torrential rain made a hellish din as it thun- 
dered down on the corrugated iron roofs. Antonio took me by 
the hand and led me to the wall. Getting over it was child’s 
play — it was only six feet high. Nevertheless I cut my hand 
on one of the bits of glass on top: it was nothing — let’s 
go. Antonio, that phenomenon, could somehow guide himself 
through the downpour that prevented us from seeing anything 
ten feet away. He made the most of it and went right through 
the village itself; then we took a road between the bush and 
the coast. Very late that night we saw a light. We had to make 
a long detour through the bush before coming back to the road 
— fortunately it was not very thick. We walked on through the 
rain until daybreak. When we set out he had given me a 
coca-leaf and I chewed on it just as I had seen him do in 
prison. I was not at all tired when daylight came. Was it the 
leaf? It certainly was. We went on walking in spite of the 
light. From time to time he lay down and set his ear to the 
streaming ground. And then we'd go on again. 

He had an odd way of getting along. It was neither running 
nor walking, but in a series of little jumps one after another, 
all the same length, with his arms out as though he was rowing 
through the air. He must have heard something, because he 
pulled me into the bush. It was still raining. And true enough, 
before our eyes there appeared a roller pulled by a tractor, to 
flatten the earth on the road, no doubt. 

Half past ten in the morning. The rain had stopped and the 
sun had come out. We went into the bush after having walked 
nearly a mile on the grass and not on the road. We lay there 
under a very thick tuft, surrounded by dense, thorny vegetation: 
it seemed to me we had nothing to fear, and yet Antonio 
wouldn’t let me smoke or even talk in a whisper. As Antonio 
swallowed the juice of his leaves all the time, I did the same, 
only rather less. He had a bag with more than twenty in it, 
and he showed it to me. His splendid teeth shone in the shadow 
as he laughed. There were mosquitoes everywhere, so he 
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chewed a cigar and with spit full of nicotine we daubed our 
faces and hands. After that they left us in peace. Seven in the 
evening. Night had fallen but there was too much moon light- 
ing the road. He pointed to nine o’clock on my watch and said 
‘lluvia’ (rain).’ I grasped that at nine o’clock it was going to 
rain. And in fact at nine o’clock it did rain and we set off 
again. So as not to keep him back I learnt the knack of skipping 
along and rowing with my arms. It was not difficult, and 
without actually running I still got along faster than a quick 
walk. During the night we had to go into the bush three times 
to let a car, a lorry and a little cart pulled by two asses go by. 
Thanks to the coca-leaves I did not feel at all tired when day 
broke. The rain stopped at eight o’clock and then we did the 
same thing all over again — about a mile on the grass and then 
into the bush to hide. The awkward thing about these leaves 
was that they prevented you from sleeping. We had not had 
a wink since the beginning of the break. Antonio’s pupils were 
so dilated that there was no iris left. No doubt mine were the 
same. 

Nine in the evening. It was raining. Anyone would have 
said the rain waited for this time of night to start. Later on I 
learnt that in the tropics, when it starts raining at such and 
such a time, itl] go on doing so until the change of the moon 
— itll start at that time and stop at just the same time too. 
When we began walking that night we heard voices and we 
saw lights. ‘Castillette,’ said Antonio. Without any hesitation 
this phenomenon took me by the hand; we went back into the 
bush, and after more than two hours of hard going we hit the 
road once more. We marched, or rather bounded along all the 
rest of that night and a good deal of the next morning. The 
sun dried our clothes on us. It was three days now that we 
had been soaked, and three days since we had eaten anything 
apart from a lump of brown sugar the first day. Antonio seemed 
almost certain we shouldn’t meet with any evilly-disposed 
people now. He went along quite carefree, and it was hours 
since he had put his ear to the ground. Here the road ran along 
by the shore. Antonio cut himself a branch; we left the road 
and walked along the wet sand. Antonio stopped to look closely 
at a broad flattened track on the beach; it was about two feet 
wide and it ran up out of the sea to the dry sand. We followed 
it and reached a place where the track spread out into a circle. 
Antonio thrust his stick in. When he pulled it out there was 
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something yellow sticking to it, like the yolk of an egg. I 
helped him make a hole, digging the sand away with our hands, 
and there indeed were eggs, three or four hundred — I can’t 
tell how many. They were turtle eggs. They had no shells, 
only a skin. Antonio took off his shirt and we filled it full, 
maybe a hundred of them. We left the beach and crossed the 
road to hide in the bush. When we were quite hidden we began 
eating — the yolks only, as Antonio showed me. He ripped the 
skin with his wolfish teeth, let the white run out and then 
swallowed the yolk: one for him, one for me. He opened a 
great many, always one for him and one for me. When we 
had eaten to the point of bursting we both lay down, rolling 
up our jackets for pillows. Antonio said, ‘Mafiana tu sigues 
solo dos dias mas. De mariana en adelante no hay policias 
(Tomorrow you go on by yourself for two more days. From 
tomorrow on there will be no more police).’ 

At ten that evening, the last frontier post. We recognized it 
by the barking of the dogs and by a little house stuffed with 
lights. Antonio avoided it all with wonderful skill. Then we 
went on all night without taking any precautions whatsoever. 
It was not a wide road; indeed it was not much more than a 
track; but you felt it was quite well used, because there was 
absolutely no grass growing on it. This path was about two 
feet across, and it ran along the edge of the bush, some six 
feet above the shore; and here and there you could see the 
marks of horses’ or asses’ hoofs. Antonio sat down on a broad 
root and motioned to me to sit down too. The sun was beating 
down good and hard. According to my watch it was eleven 
o’clock, but by the sun it must have been noon — a twig pushed 
into the ground made no shadow at all. So noon it was, and 
I altered my watch accordingly. Antonio emptied his bag of 
coca-leaves. There were seven of them. He gave me four and 
kept three. I went a little way into the bush and came back 
with a hundred and fifty Trinidad dollars and sixty florins and 
held them out to him. He stared at me with great astonishment 
and touched the notes: he couldn’t understand how they could 
look so new or how they had never got wet, since he had 
never seen me drying them. He thanked me, holding all the 
notes in his hand: he thought for a long while and then took 
six five-florin notes — that is thirty florins altogether — and 
gave me back the rest. I pressed him, but he would not accept 
any more. At this point something changed in his mind. It had 
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been decided that we were going to part here, but now he 
looked as though he was going to stay with me for another 
day. I understood him to say that after that he would turn back. 
Right. When we had swallowed a few more egg-yolks and 
lit a cigar — it took more than half an hour of beating 
two stones together to kindle a little dry moss — we set off 
once more. 

We had been going three hours when we reached a long 
straight piece of path, and there, coming directly towards us, 
was a man on a horse. He was wearing a huge straw hat and 
long boots, no trousers, but a kind of leather slip, a green shirt 
and a faded jacket, a more or less military jacket; and that 
was green too. For weapons he had a very fine rifle and an 
enormous revolver in his belt. 

‘Carambal Antonio, hijo mio (my son)!’ Antonio had recog- 
nized the horseman from a great way off; he hadn’t said any- 
thing to me, but it was perfectly obvious. The big 
copper-coloured guy — he was at least forty — got down from 
his horse and they thumped one another’s shoulders. Later I 
often came across this way of embracing. 

“Who’s this?’ 

‘Compattero de fuga (fellow-escaper). A Frenchman.’ 

“Where are you going?’ 

‘As near as possible to the fishing Indians. He wants to go 
through the Indian country so as to get into Venezuela. There 
he means to find some way of going back to Curacao or 
Aruba.’ 

‘Goajira Indian bad,’ said the man. ‘You are not armed. 
Toma (take this).’ He gave me a dagger with a polished horn 
handle and its leather sheath. We sat down at the edge of the 
path. I took off my shoes: my feet were all bloody. Antonio 
and the horseman spoke fast; it was clear they didn’t like my 
idea of going through Goajira. Antonio made a sign that I was 
to get on to the horse: with my shoes hung over my shoulder 
my feet could stay bare and my wounds would dry. He con- 
veyed all this to me by gestures. The horseman mounted. 
Antonio shook my hand, and before I had grasped what was 
happening there I was astride the horse, galloping off behind 
Antonio’s friend. We galloped all that day and all that night. 
From time to time we stopped and he would pass me a bottle 
of anis: each time [ drank a little. At daybreak he reined in. 
The sun rose: he gave me a piece of cheese as hard as a stone 
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and two biscuits, six leaves of coca and (as a present) a special 
waterproof bag to carry them in, hung from one’s belt. He 
clasped me in his arms, thumping my shoulders as I had seen 
him do with Antonio, got on to his horse again and galloped 
off at full speed. 


The Indians 


I walked until one in the afternoon. There was no more bush, 
not so much as a single tree on the horizon. The brilliant sea 
glittered under a blazing sun. I walked barefoot with my shoes 
still slung over my left shoulder. Just when I had made up my 
mind to lie down it seemed to me that I could make out five 
or six trees or perhaps rocks, lying well back from the shore. 
I tried to judge the distance: six miles, maybe. I picked out a 
large half-leaf, and chewing it I set off again, going quite fast. 
An hour later I could see what these things were for sure — 
huts with roofs thatched either with straw or light-brown 
leaves. Smoke was coming out of one of them. Then I saw 
people. They had seen me. One group was waving and calling 
out in the direction of the sea: I could hear and see them 
plainly. And now I saw four boats coming in fast and about 
ten men getting out of them. Everybody was gathered in front 
of the huts, looking towards me. I could clearly see that the 
men and women were naked, wearing only something that 
hung down to hide their private parts. I walked slowly towards 
them. There were three men leaning on their bows, and they 
had arrows in their hands. Not a movement, either of friendship 
or of enmity. A barking dog came rushing furiously out at me. 
It bit me low down on the calf, carrying away a piece of my 
trousers. As it was coming in to attack me again it was hit 
behind by a little arrow that came from I couldn’t tell where 
(later I learnt it was a blow-pipe; it fled howling and seemed 
to go into one of the houses. I came nearer, limping, for it 
had bitten me badly. Now I was no more than ten yards from 
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the group. Not one of them had stirred or spoken: the children 
stood behind their mothers. They had splendid muscular naked 
bodies, the colour of copper. The women had high, firm, jut- 
ting-out breasts with huge tips. Only one had a heavy, sagging 
bosom. 

The attitude of one of the men was so noble, his features 
were so clear-cut and he was so obviously of a superior kind 
that I went straight towards him. He had neither bow nor 
arrows. He was the same height as me; his hair was carefully 
cut with a heavy fringe at the level of his eyebrows. His hair 
hid his ears, for at the back it came down as far as their lobes; 
it was as black as jet, almost purple. Iron-grey eyes. No hair 
on his chest nor on his arms nor on his legs. Strong, muscular 
thighs and well-turned, delicate, copper-coloured legs. His feet 
were bare. Three yards from him, I stopped. He took two paces 
forward and looked me full in the face. The inspection lasted 
two minutes. Not the least movement on his visage — it was 
like a copper statue with almond eyes. Then he smiled and 
touched me on the shoulder. And now everybody came and 
touched me, and a young Indian woman took me by the hand 
and led me into the shade of one of the huts. There she pushed 
up the leg of my trousers. Everyone sat down in a circle round 
us. A man held me out a lit cigar; I took it and began to 
smoke. My way of smoking made them all burst out laughing; 
for with them both men and women smoke with the lit end 
inside their mouths. The wound was no longer bleeding, but 
a piece about half the size of a five-franc piece had been 
taken out. The young woman plucked out the hairs, and when 
everything was quite bare she washed the place with sea water 
that a little Indian girl had gone to fetch. At the same time 
she squeezed to make it bleed. She was not satisfied with the 
result, so she took a piece of sharpened iron and scraped each 
hole, widening it. I did my best not to flinch, because every- 
body was watching. Another Indian girl wanted to help, but 
mine thrust her back violently. Everyone laughed at this, and 
I grasped that she had meant to show the other one that I was 
her exclusive property: that was why everyone was so amused. 
Then she cut off the legs of my trousers well above the knee. 
Someone brought her seaweed: she prepared it on a stone, put 
it on to the wound and bound it there with strips torn from 
my trousers. She was pleased with her work, and she motioned 
me to get up. 
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I rose, taking off my jacket. As I did so, she saw the butterfly 
tattooed low on my back — it showed in the opening of my 
shirt. She looked closely, and then finding other tattooes she 
took my shirt off herself to see them better. All of them, men 
and women too, were deeply interested in the designs on my 
chest: on the right, a soldier of a punishment-battalion; on the 
left, a woman’s face; on my stomach, a tiger’s head; on my 
backbone, a big crucified sailor; and right across the lower 
part of my back, a tiger-hunt with hunters, palm-trees, ele- 
phants and tigers. When they saw these tattooes the men 
pushed the women aside, and carefully, slowly, they touched 
and inspected each design. When the chief had spoken, all the 
others gave their opinion. From that moment on the men 
adopted me for good. The women had done so from the 
moment the chief smiled and touched my shoulder. 

We went into the biggest of the huts, and at the sight of it 
I was completely taken aback. The hut was made of brick-red 
beaten earth. It had eight doors: it was round, and in an inner 
corner brilliantly striped pure wool hammocks were hanging 
from the beams. In the middle there was a round, flat, brown, 
polished stone, and round it, other flat stones for sitting on. 
Against the wall, several double-barrelled guns, a military 
sword, and bows of every size hanging all over the place. I 
also noticed a turtle-shell so huge that a man could lie down 
in it; and a very well-built dry-stone chimney — no mortar at 
all. A table with half a calabash standing on it, and in the 
calabash two or three handfuls of pearls. They gave me a 
drink in a wooden bowl — it was fermented fruit-juice, bitter- 
sweet and very good. Then, on a banana leaf, they brought 
me a big fish; it must have weighed at least five pounds, and 
it had been cooked on the embers. I was invited to eat, and I 
ate slowly. When I had finished the delicious fish the young 
woman took me and led me to the beach, where I washed my 
hands and rinsed my mouth with sea-water. Then we went 
back again. We sat in a circle, the young woman next to me 
with her hand on my thigh, «nd with gestures and words 
we tried to exchange a certain amount of information about 
ourselves. 

All at once the chief got up, went to the back of the hut, 
returned with a piece of white stone and drew on the table. 
First the naked Indians and their village, and then the sea. On 
the right of the Indian village, houses with windows and men 
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and women wearing clothes. The men had either a rifle or a 
stick in their hands. On the left, another village, and ugly- 
looking brutes with rifles and hats: women in dresses. When 
I had carefully looked at the drawings he noticed he had forgot- 
ten something and he drew a road leading to the other village 
on the left. To show me how they lay with regard to his own 
village, he drew a sun on the Venezuelan side, on the right, a 
round circle with rays coming out of it all over; and on the 
side of the Colombian village another sun with a wavy line 
cutting it at the horizon. There was no mistaking him — on 
one side the sun was rising and on the other it was setting. 
The young chief gazed proudly at his work, and everybody 
looked at it in turn. When he saw that I had thoroughly under- 
stood what he meant, he took the chalk and drew criss-cross 
lines all over the two villages: only his own remained 
untouched. I understood that he meant to convey that people 
of the other villages were wicked, that he wanted to have 
nothing to do with them, and that only his village was good. 
As if he had to tell me that! 

He wiped the table with a wet rag. When it was dry he put 
the piece of chalk into my hand, and now it was up to me to 
tell my story in pictures. It was harder than his. I drew a man 
with his hands tied and two armed men looking at him; then 
the same man running and the two others chasing him and 
aiming with their guns. I drew the same scene three times, but 
each time I was a little farther away from the men after me; 
and in the last drawing the police had stopped and I was still 
running in the direction of their village, which I drew with the 
Indians and the dog, and in front of them all the chief holding 
out his arms towards me. 

My drawing can’t have been so bad, because after a good 
deal of talking among the men the chief held out his arms like 
in the drawing. They had got my meaning. 

That same night the Indian girl took me to her hut, where 
six women and four men were living. She slung a splendid 
striped woollen hammock, so broad that two could easily lie 
in it sideways. I got into it, but long-ways; and seeing that she 
got into another crossways. I did the same and she came and 
lay down next to me. She felt my body, ears, eyes and mouth 
with her long, thin but very rough-skinned fingers, all scarred 
— delicate, but wrinkled. They were the cuts from the coral 
when she dived for pearl-oysters. When in my turn I stroked 
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her face she took my hand, and she was amazed to find it 
smooth and unhorny. After this hour in the hammock we got 
up and went back to the chief’s great hut. They gave me the 
guns to look at — twelve and sixteen bores from Saint-Etienne. 
They had six boxes of cartridges. 

The Indian girl was medium-sized and she had the same 
grey eyes as the chief; she had a very clean-cut profile and 
her plaited hair, parted in the middle, came down to her hips. 
She had beautifully-formed breasts, high and pear-shaped. 
Their tips were darker than her copper skin, and very long. 
By way of kissing, she nibbled: she didn’t know how to kiss. 
I very soon taught her how it was done in the civilized world. 
When we walked, she would not go at my side: there was 
nothing to be done about it — she insisted on walking behind. 
One of the huts had nobody in it, and it was in poor repair. 
With the other women to help her, she fixed the coconut-leaf 
roof and patched the walls with dollops of very sticky red 
earth. The men had all kinds of edged tools and weapons — 
knives, daggers, machetes, axes, hoes and an iron-pronged 
fork. They had copper and aluminium saucepans, watering- 
cans, iron pots, a grindstone, an oven, and metal and wooden 
barrels. Extraordinarily big hammocks made:of pure wool and 
decorated with plaited fringes and with very strongly coloured 
patterns — blood-red, Prussian blue, shining black and canary- 
yellow. Presently the house was finished and she began bring- 
ing in the things the other Indians gave her, such as an iron 
tripod to go over the fire, a hammock big enough for four 
grown-ups lying sideways, glasses, tin pots, saucepans and 
even an ass’s harness. 

We had been caressing one «another for the fortnight I had 
been there, but she savagely refused to go all the way. I 
couldn’t understand, for it was she who excited me and then 
just when everything was set up she wouldn’t. She never put 
on a stitch of clothing apart from her loincloth, which had a 
very thin string round her slender waist, leaving her bottom 
quite bare. We set up house in the hut without the least cere- 
mony: it had three doors, the main one in the middle of the 
round and the other two opposite one another. In the circle of 
the round house, these doors formed an isosceles triangle. Each 
had its own function: I was always supposed to come in and 
go out of the northern one. And she was always supposed to 
go out and come in by the southern one. I was not to go in 
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or out of hers, and she was not to use mine. Friends came in 
or went out by the main door, and neither she nor I could 
come in by it unless we had visitors with us. 

It was only when we had settled in the house that she gave 
herself to me. I don’t want to go into the details, but by instinct 
she made fiery and wonderfully skilful love, winding round 
me like a tropical creeper. When we were by ourselves, 
absolutely alone, I combed and plaited her hair. She was very 
happy when I did this; her face showed the most wonderful 
delight and yet at the same time fear in case anyone should 
see us. For I gathered that a man was not supposed to comb 
his woman’s hair, nor smooth her hands with a stone like 
pumice, nor kiss her on the mouth or breasts in a certain 
way. 

So there we were, Lali and me (Lali was her name), settled 
in this house. One thing surprised me very much, and that was 
that she never used iron or aluminium saucepans or frying-pans 
nor ever drank out of a glass; she did everything in the earthen- 
ware pots they made themselves. The watering-can was used 
for washing with, under the rose. The ocean was our lavatory. 

I was there when the oysters were opened to be searched 
for pearls. The oldest of the women did this job. Every girl 
who went pear]-diving had her own bag. The pearls they found 
were divided like this — one share for the chief as the represen- 
tative of the tribe; one for the fisherman; half a share for the 
oyster-opener; and a share and a half for the diving-girl. If she 
lived with her family, she gave her pearls to her uncle, her 
father’s brother. I never understood why it was that it was also 
the uncle who first came into the house of a couple about to 
be married, took the girl’s arm and put it round the man’s 
waist and then the man’s right arm, wrapping it round the 
girl’s waist so that the forefinger went into her navel. Then, 
once that was done, he would go away. 

So I was there when the oysters were opened; but I didn’t 
go out fishing, because I had not been directly asked to get 
into a boat. They fished quite far from the shore, perhaps five 
hundred yards out. Some days Lali would come back with her 
ribs and thighs all scratched from the coral. The wounds bled 
sometimes, and then she would crush seaweed and rub it on 
the places. I never did anything unless they made signs, invit- 
ing me. I never went into the chief’s house unless he or 
someone else led me in by the hand. Lali suspected that three 
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Indians girls of her own age came and lay in the grass as near 
as possible to our door to try and see or hear what we did 
when we were alone. 

Yesterday I saw the Indian who travelled between our vil- 
lage and the nearest Colombian settlement, about a mile from 
the frontier post. This village was called La Vela. The Indian 
had two donkeys and he carried a Winchester repeater; he 
never put on a stitch, apart from the loin-cloth everybody wore. 
He did not speak a word of Spanish: so how did he carry out 
his trade, then? With the help cf the dictionary I wrote on a 
piece of paper agujas (needles), red and blue Indian ink, and 
sewing cotton, because the chief often asked me to tattoo him. 
This travelling Indian was small and wizened. He had a terrible 
wound on the upper part of his body that started at his lower 
ribs, went clean across and ended up on his right shoulder. In 
healing the wound had made a rolled scar as thick as your 
finger. The pearls were put into a cigar-box. The box was 
divided into compartments ancl the pearls went into them 
according to size. When the Indian left, the chief gave me 
permission to go a little way with him. So as to make me 
come back, in his simple-minded fashion he lent me a double- 
barrelled gun and six cartridges. That way he was sure I’d be 
forced to return, because he was. quite certain I’d never carry 
off anything that didn’t belong to me. As the asses were not 
loaded the Indian got on to one and I got on to the other. All 
day we travelled along the same path I had taken to come; 
but at about a mile or two from the frontier post the Indian 
turned his back to the sea and plunged inland. 

Towards five o’clock we reached the edge of a stream where 
there stood five Indian houses. They all came out to look at 
me. The Indian talked and talked and talked until at last there 
appeared a character who had everything of an Indian — eyes, 
hair, features — except the colour. He was dead white, and he 
had the red eyes of an albino. He wore khaki trousers. And at 
this point I grasped that the Indian from my village never went 
farther than this place. The white Indian said to me, ‘Buenos 
dias (good day). Tu eres el matador que se fug6 con Antonio? 
(are you the killer who escaped with Antonio?) Antonio es 
compadre mio de sangre (Antonio is my blood-brother).’ To 
be blood-brothers two men tie their arms together, the one to 
the other, and then each runs his knife over the other’s arm 
cutting into it. Then each smears the other’s arm with his own 
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blood, and each licks the other’s blood-stained hand. ‘Que 
quieres (What do you want)?’ 

‘Agujas, tinta china roja y azul (Needles, and red and blue 
Indian ink). Nada mds (Nothing else).’ 

‘Tu lo tendrds de aqui a un cuarto de luna (You'll have 
them at the next quarter of the moon from now).’ 

He spoke Spanish better than I did and I had the impression 
he would know how to enter into contact with civilized men 
and organize barter, at the same time taking the greatest care 
of his own people’s interests. Just as we were going he gave 
me a necklace made of very white Colombian silver coins: he 
said it was for Lali. 

‘Vuelva a verme (Come back and see me),’ said the white 
Indian. To make sure I should return he gave me a bow. 

I set off for the village again, but by myself; and I had not 
covered half the distance before I saw Lali, together with a 
young sister of hers — twelve or perhaps thirteen. Lali was 
certainly between sixteen and eighteen. She rushed at me furi- 
ously and scratched me, only getting at my chest, however, 
for I hid my face; and then she gave me a savage bite on the 
neck. Even using all my strength I found it hard to keep her 
off. Suddenly she calmed down. I put the younger girl on the 
donkey and I walked behind, my arm round Lali. Slowly we 
went back to the village. On the way I killed an owl. I fired 
without knowing what it was, just seeing these eyes glowing 
in the darkness. Lali insisted on taking it back, and she hung 
it on the ass’s saddle. We got home at dawn. I was so tired I 
just had to wash. Lali washed me, and then, there in front of 
me, took off her sister’s loin-cloth and set about washing her 
too. When she had finished she washed herself. 

When they both came in again I was sitting there, waiting 
for the water to boil: I had put it on to have a hot lemon and 
sugar drink. And now there happened something that I never 
understood until long after. Lali pushed her sister between my 
legs and put my arn round her waist: I noticed that the sister 
had no loin-cloth on and that she was wearing the necklace I 
had given Lali. I didn’t know how to get out of this delicate 
position, but I gently pulled the girl from between my legs, 
picked her up and put her to lie in the hammock. I took the 
necklace off her and passed it over Lali’s head. Lali lay down 
next to her sister and me next to Lali. Long after I learnt that 
Lali had thought I had been finding out how to get away 
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because maybe I wasn’t happy with her; and she had thought 
that perhaps her sister would be able to keep me there. When 
I woke up there were Lali’s hands over my eyes. The little 
sister wasn’t there any more: it was very late — eleven in the 
morning. Lali gazed lovingly at me with her big grey eyes 
and gently nibbled the corner of my mouth. She was happy 
to make me understand that she knew I loved her and that I 
was not going to leave just because she couldn’t hold me. 

The Indian who usually paddled Lali’s canoe was sitting 
there in front of the house. I saw that he was waiting for 
her. He smiled at me and closed his eyes in very well-acted 
pantomime — his way of telling me he knew Lali was asleep. 
I sat down next to him; he said a good many things I couldn’t 
understand. He was a young man, athletic and wonderfully 
muscular. He gazed at my tattooes for a long while, examining 
them, and then by signs he showed he’d like me to tattoo him. 
I nodded to say yes, but it seemed to me he thought I didn’t 
know how. Lali appeared. She had covered herself all over 
with oil. She knew I didn’t care for it, but she made me 
understand that in this cloudy weather the water would be very 
cold. Her mimicry, half laughing and half serious, was so 
pretty that I made her go through it several times, pretending 
not to be able to follow. When [ made a sign that she was to 
begin again she put on a face that said as clearly as could be, 
‘Are you stupid, or is it that I'm torpe (dull) at explaining 
why I put on this oil?’ 

The chief went by with two Indian women. They were 
carrying a huge green lizard weighing at least ten or twelve 
pounds and he had his bow and arrows. He had just killed the 
lizard, and he invited me to come and eat it with him later. 
Lali spoke to him; he touched my shoulder, pointing to the 
sea. I gathered that I could go with Lali if I wanted to. We 
went off all three of us, Lali, her usual fishing companion and 
me. It was a very light little boat made of balsa wood, and it 
was easy to launch. They waded down carrying it on their 
shoulders and then plunged in. Getting it out to sea was an 
odd business: the man got in first, in the stern, holding a huge 
paddle. Lali, with the water up to her bosom, held the canoe 
steady and prevented it from being pushed back on shore; I 
got in and sat in the middle; anc: then in one movement there 
was Lali aboard and at the same instant the Indian dug in his 
paddle and sent us out. The rollers were higher and higher the 
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farther we went from the shore. Five or six hundred yards out 
we found a kind of channel where two other boats were already 
fishing. Lali had tied her plaits close to her head with five red 
leather thongs, three across and two lengthways; the thongs 
themselves went round her neck. Carrying a stout knife in her 
hand, she went down the anchor, a thick iron bar weighing 
about thirty pounds that the man had lowered to the bottom. 
The boat stayed there at anchor, but it was never still, for it 
rose and fell with every roller. 

For three hours and more Lali went up and down between 
the canoe and the bottom of the sea. The bottom could not be 
seen, but judging from the time she took, it must have been 
fifty and sixty feet down. Every time she brought oysters up 
in the sack the man emptied them into the canoe. During these 
three hours Lali never once got into the canoe. To rest, she 
clung to the side for five or ten minutes. We changed places 
twice without her getting in. In the second place the sack came 
up with more and bigger oysters. We turned back for the shore. 
Lali had got into the boat and the rollers soon ran us back to 
the beach. The old Indian woman was waiting there. Lali and 
I let her and the man carry the oysters up to the dry sand. 
When they were all ashore, Lali stopped the old woman from 
opening them: it was Lali herself who began. She quickly 
opened about thirty with the point of her knife before she 
found a pearl. I swallowed at least two dozen — that goes 
without saying: the water must have been cold down there, 
because their flesh was chilled. Gently she brought out a pearl, 
the size of one’s little finger nail. It was a pearl nearer the 
larger than the medium size. How it gleamed! Nature had 
given it a wonderful variety of changing colours, none of them 
too pronounced. Lali took the pearl in her fingers, put it into 
her mouth, kept it there for a moment, and then, bringing it 
out, she put it into mine. With a mimic chewing she showed 
that she wanted me to crush it with my teeth and swallow it. 
At my first refusal she begged so prettily that I did what she 
wanted: I crushed the pearl between my teeth and I swallowed 
the fragments. She opened four or five oysters and gave them 
me to swallow, meaning the whole of the pearl to go down 
inside me. She pushed me back on the sand, and like a little 
girl she opened my mouth and looked to see whether there 
were any crumbs still there between my teeth. We walked off, 
leaving the two others to get on with the work. 
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I had been here a month now. I couldn’t get that wrong, 
because I noted the day and the date on a piece of paper every 
morning. I had had the needles for some time, as well as red, 
blue and violet Indian ink. In the chief’s hut I found three 
Solingen razors. They were never used for shaving, since the 
Indians had no beard. One came in useful for the even trimming 
of their hair. I tattooed Zato, the chief, on the arm. I did him 
an Indian with different-coloured feathers in his hair. He was 
delighted, and he made me understand that I was not to tattoo 
anyone else until I had done him a big picture on the chest. 
He wanted the same tiger’s head that I had, with long teeth. 
I laughed: I wasn’t good enough at drawing to do such fine 
work. Lali took all the hair off my whole body. She could 
scarcely see a hair before she would pluck it out and rub me 
with seaweed, crushed and mixed with ash. It seemed to me 
the hairs did not grow so strongly after this. 

This Indian tribe was called Goajira. They lived on the coast 
and on the inland plain as far as the beginning of the mountains. 
In the mountains there were other tribes called Motilones. 
Years afterwards, I came into contact with them. As I said, 
the Goajiras were in indirect touch with civilization through 
their barter. The ones on the coast gave the white Indian their 
pearls and also turtles. The turtles were supplied alive, and 
sometimes they reached a weight of three hundred and fifty 
pounds. They never came up to the weight and size of the 
Orinoco or Maroni turtles, which reached nearly nine hundred 
pounds and whose shell could be as much as six feet long and 
more than three across. Once they are turned on their backs, 
these turtles cannot get up again. I’ve seen them carried off 
still alive after having lain there on their backs for three weeks 
without eating or drinking. As for the big green lizards, they 
are very good to eat. Their white, tender flesh is delicious; 
and their eggs, cooked by the sun in the sand, are very good 
too. Only their appearance puts you off a little. 

Every time Lali went fishing she brought back her share of 
the pearls and gave them to me. I put them into a wooden 
bowl without sorting them — big, medium and small all mixed. 
The only ones I set aside, putting them in an empty matchbox, 
were two pink pearls, three black, and seven of a wonderfully 
beautiful metallic grey. I also had a big irregular bean-shaped 
pearl, the size of one of our white or red haricots at home. 
This baroque pearl had three colours one on top of the other, 
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and according to the weather one would show more than the 
others — the black layer, the gunmetal or the silvery layer with 
its pinkish sheen. Thanks to these pearls and a few turtles, the 
tribe lacked for nothing. But they possessed some objects that 
were no use to them, while others they might have found 
valuable were not there. For example, there wasn’t a single 
mirror in the whole tribe. I had to find a square of nickel-plated 
metal, about eighteen inches across that no doubt came from 
a wreck, before I could shave or see myself. 

My policy towards my friends was simple: I did nothing 
that could lessen the chief’s authority or wisdom, still less 
that of a very old Indian who lived by himself two miles away 
inland, together with various snakes, two goats and a dozen 
sheep. He was the medicine-man for certain Goajira villages. 
This behaviour of mine meant that no one felt jealous of me 
or wished me away. By the end of two months I was com- 
pletely adopted by one and all. The medicine-man also had a 
score of hens. Seeing that in the two hamlets I knew there 
were no goats nor hens nor sheep, it occurred to me that 
owning domestic animals must be a medicine-man’s privilege. 
Every morning, each taking her turn, an Indian woman would 
set off with a plaited basket on her head to carry him freshly- 
caught fish and seafood. They also took him maize cakes made 
that morning and roasted on stones in the fire. Sometimes, but 
not always, she would come back with eggs or sour milk. 
When the medicine-man wanted me to go and see him he sent 
three eggs for me personally and a highly-polished wooden 
knife. Lali went half of the way with me and then waited in 
the shade of a huge: cactus. The first time she put the wooden 
knife in my hand and showed me I was to go in the direction 
she pointed out. 

The old Indian lived in disgusting filth in a tent made of 
stretched cow-hides, the hairy side in. There were three stones 
in the middle with a fire that you felt must always be alight. 
He didn’t sleep in a hammock but on a kind of bed made of 
branches, standing more than three feet high. It was quite a 
large tent — it must have covered twenty square yards. It had 
no walls, apart from a few branches on the windy side. I saw 
two snakes, the one ten feet long and as thick as your arm, 
and the other about three feet with a yellow V on its head; 
and I said to myself, “Think of what those snakes must put 
away in eggs and chickens!’ I could not understand how goats, 
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hens, sheep and even the ass could all shelter in this one tent. 
The old Indian examined me from all sides. He made me take 
off the trousers Lali had turned into shorts, and when I was 
mother-naked he made me sit down on a stone near the fire. 
He put green leaves on to it; they made a great deal of smoke 
and they smelt of mint. The smoke all round nearly smothered 
me, but I scarcely coughed at all and for close on ten minutes 
I sat it out, waiting for it to finish. Then he burnt my trousers 
and gave me two Indian loin-cloths, one made of sheepskin 
and the other of snakeskin, as supple as a glove. He put a 
bracelet of goat, sheep and snakeskin strips round my arm. It 
was four or five inches broad and it was held by a snakeskin 
thong that could be tightened or loosened. 

The medicine-man had an ulcer on his left ankle the size 
of a two-franc piece, covered with flies. From time to time he 
whisked at them, and when they bothered him too much he 
dusted the place with ash. When the medicine-man had finished 
my adoption I was about to go, but first he gave me a smaller 
wooden knife than the one he had sent me when he wanted 
to see me. Later Lali told me that if I wanted to see him, I 
was to send him the little knife; and if he agreed to let me 
come, he would send me the big one. I took leave of the very 
old Indian, noticing the wonderful wrinkles on his thin face 
and his neck. He only had five teeth left, three below and two 
above, in front. His eyes were almond-shaped like all Indians, 
and their lids were so thick that when he shut them it made 
two round balls. No eyebrows or lashes; but straight, perfectly 
black hair hanging down to his shoulders and neatly cut at the 
ends. Like all other Indians, he had a fringe coming down to 
his eyebrows. 

I went away, feeling awkward with my buttocks bare. I felt 
peculiar all over. Still, this was all part of the break! The 
Indians were not to be taken lightly and it was well worth a 
little embarrassment to be free. Lali saw my loin-cloth and 
laughed heartily, showing all her teeth, as beautiful as the 
pearls she fished up from the bottom of the sea. She inspected 
the bracelet and the other loin-cloth, the snakeskin one. To 
see if I’d been through the smoke she smelt me. I may say 
the Indians have a very strong sense of smell. 

I was growing used to this sort of life and I realized that I 
must not go on too long, or perhaps, I might never want to 
leave. Lali kept watch on me all the time: she would have 
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liked to see me enter more thoroughly into the life of the tribe. 
For example, she had seen me go out to catch fish, and she 
knew I could paddle well and handle the little light canoe with 
great skill; so it was no time before she wanted me to be the 
one who managed the canoe for the pearl fishing. But the idea 
didn’t suit me at all. Lali was the best diving-girl in the whole 
village. It was always her boat that brought back the best and 
biggest oysters — that is to say, those that had been found in 
the deepest water. I also knew that the young Indian who 
paddled her canoe was the chief ’s brother. If I were to go with 
Lali, it would be against his interests; so that was something I 
shouldn’t do. When Lali saw I was pensive she went off to 
fetch her sister again. She came running, quite delighted, and 
used my door to come in by. This must have had an important 
meaning. That is to say, they both appeared together in front 
of the main door, the one facing the sea, and there they separ- 
ated, Lali going round to her door and Zoraima, the little one, 
to mine. Zoraima’s breasts were hardly the size of tangerines 
and her hair was quite short. It was cut square at chin level, 
and her fringe came down lower than her brows — almost to 
her eyes. Every time her sister brought her like this, they both 
bathed and when they came in they took off their loin-cloths 
and hung them up on the hammock. The younger one always 
went off very sad because I wouldn’t have her. One day, when 
we were all three lving there, with Lali in the middle, she got 
up and then got in again leaving me pressed tight against 
Zoraima’s naked body. 

Lali’s fishing companion hurt his knee — a very deep, wide 
gash. He was carried to the medicine-man and came back with 
a white clay plaster over it. So that morning I went fishing 
with Lali. We launched the canoe just as usual, and everything 
went very well. I took her out rather farther than she generally 
went. Lali was perfectly delighted at having me in the canoe 
with her. Before diving she rubbed herself all over with oil. I 
reflected that down there — and the bottom was black as far 
as I could see — it must be very cold. Three sharks’ fins passed 
quite close to us and I pointed them out; she didn’t think they 
mattered in the least. It was ten o’clock in the morning, and 
the sun was shining. With her bag rolled round her left arm 
and her sheathed knife tight in her belt, she dived; and she 
did so without pushing the boat with her feet as an ordinary 
person would have done. She vanished downwards, towards 
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the dark bottom, with extraordinary speed. Her first dive must 
have been just to explore, because there were few oysters in 
the sack when she came up. An idea occurred to me. There 
was a bundle of leather thongs aboard: I put a hitch round the 
sack, handed it back to Lali and paid out the thongs as she 
went down, taking the line with her. She must have understood 
the operation, because after a longish pause she came up again 
without the sack. She hung there to rest after this long dive 
and she made a sign that I was to pull it up. I heaved steadily, 
but at one point it caught, having fouled the coral. She dived 
and disentangled it: it came up half full and I emptied it into 
the canoe. In the course of that morning in eight fifty-foot 
dives we almost filled the canoe. When she got in again the 
gunwale was only two inches above the surface. We were so 
full of oysters that hauling up the anchor put us in danger of 
sinking. So I untied the anchor-rope and made it fast to the 
paddle, which would float there until we went back for it. We 
landed without any trouble. 

The old woman was waiting for us and Lali’s Indian was 
sitting there on the dry sand just where they always opened 
the oysters they had fished up. To begin with he was pleased 
we had brought in so many. Lali seemed to be explaining how 
I had tied the sack to the line, which made it easier for her to 
come up and also allowed her to put more oysters in. He 
looked carefully at my double hitch for holding the sack, and 
at the first try he tied it again perfectly. Then he looked at me, 
very proud of himself. 

When the old woman opened the oysters, she found thirteen 
pearls. Usually Lali never stayed for this part of the job but 
waited for her share to be brought to her at home; but today 
she stayed until the last one was finished. I ate at least three 
dozen, and Lali ate five or six. The old woman divided out 
the shares. The pearls were all more or less the same size, 
about as big as a good pea. She put three aside for the chief, 
then three for me, two for her, and five for Lali. Lali took the 
three and gave them to me. I took them and handed them to 
the wounded Indian. He didn’t want to take them, but I opened 
his hand and closed it over the pearls. Then he accepted them. 
His wife and daughter had been silently watching from a dis- 
tance; at this they burst out laughing and came to join us. I 
helped carry the Indian to his hut. 

This scene was repeated for close on a fortnight. Every time, 
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I handed over the pearls to the fisherman. Yesterday I kept 
one for myself, one out of the six that came to my share. When 
we got home I made Lali eat it. She was wild with delight 
and she sang all that afternoon. From time to time I went to 
see the white Indian. He told me to call him Zorrillo, which 
means little fox in Spanish. He told me the chief had asked 
him to ask me why I didn’t tattoo the tiger’s head for him, 
and I explained it was because I couldn’t draw well enough. 
With the help of the dictionary I asked him to bring me a 
mirror with a surface as big as my chest, some transparent 
paper, a fine brush and a bottle of ink, and some carbon paper. 
Or if he couldn’t get carbon paper, then a thick, very soft 
pencil. I also told him to bring me clothes of my size and to 
leave them at his place, together with three khaki shirts. I 
learnt that the police had questioned him about Antonio and 
me. He’d told them that I had crossed the mountains into 
Venezuela and that Antonio had died of a snake bite. Zorrillo 
also knew that the Frenchmen were in prison at Santa 
Marta. 

In Zorrillo’s house there was just the same mixture of things 
as I had seen in the chief’s hut — a whole pile of earthenware 
pots decorated with the patterns the Indians loved, very artistic 
pots, both in their shapes and in their patterns and colours; 
splendid pure wool hammocks, some quite white and others 
coloured and fringed; the tanned skins of snakes, lizards and 
huge bull-frogs; baskets, some woven of white creepers and 
others of coloured. He told me that all these things were made 
by Indians of the same race as my tribe, but living in the 
forest, far inland, twenty-five days’ march into the bush from 
here. That was where the coca-leaves that he gave me came 
from. He gave me more than twenty: whenever I felt low I 
was to chew one. When I left Zorrillo I asked him to get me 
all the things I had written down, and if he could some papers 
and magazines in Spanish, for with my dictionary I had learnt 
a lot in these two months. He had no news of Antonio: he 
only knew there had been another clash between coastguards 
and smugglers. Five coastguards and one smuggler had been 
killed and the boat had not been taken. I had never seen a 
drop of alcohol in the village, apart from that fermented fruit- 
juice stuff. Noticing a bottle of anis I asked him to give it to 
me. He wouldn’t. If I liked I could drink it there, but not take 
it away. He was a wise man, that albino. 
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I left Zorrillo and went off on an ass he’d lent me — it would 
go home of its own accord the next day. The only things I 
took with me were a big bag of different-coloured sweets, 
each wrapped in thin paper, and sixty packets of cigarettes. 
Lali was waiting for me about two miles from the village, 
with her sister; she made no scene of any kind and consented 
to walk beside me, arm in arm. Now and then she stopped 
and kissed me on the lips in the civilized way. When we got 
there I went to see the chief and gave him the sweets and the 
cigarettes. We sat in front of the door, facing the sea. We 
drank the fermented stuff, cool out of its earthenware jars. Lali 
sat on my right with her arms round my thigh, and her sister 
in the same position on my left. They sucked away at the 
sweets. The bag was open there in front of us, and the women 
and children quietly helped themselves. The chief pushed 
Zoraima’s head towards mine and made me understand that 
she wanted to be my woman like Lali. Lali held her breasts 
in her hands and then pointed to Zoraima’s little bosom to 
show that that was the reason I didn’t want her. I shrugged and 
everybody laughed. I could see Zoraima was very miserable. I 
smoked a few cigarettes: the Indians tried them but soon threw 
them away and returned to their cigars, the lighted end inside 
their mouths. When I had said good-bye to everyone I went, 
taking Lali by the arm. But she would walk behind me and 
Zoraima followed. We cooked some large fish over the embers 
— that was always a treat. And I buried a five-pound crayfish 
in the hot ashes; it was a delight to eat its tender flesh. 

I received the mirror, the tracing paper and the carbon, a 
tube of glue that I hadn’t asked for but that might come in 
handy, several medium-hard pencils, the pot of ink and the 
brush. I hung the mirror so that it was chest-height when I 
was sitting down. The tiger’s head showed in it, life-size with 
all its details. Inquisitive and interested, Lali and Zoraima 
watched me. I followed the outlines with the brush, but as the 
ink ran J turned to the glue and mixed them together. From 
then on everything went well. [n three sittings of an hour 
apiece I managed to fix an exact copy of the tiger’s head on 
the looking-glass. 

Lali went to fetch the chief: Zoraima took my hands and 
put them on her breasts. She looked so unhappy and longing 
and her eyes were so full of love and desire that hardly knowing 
what I was at I had her, there on the ground, in the middle of 
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the hut. She groaned a little but her body, all taut with pleasure, 
clasped me tight and would not let me go. Gently I disentangled 
myself and went to bathe in the sea, for I was all covered with 
earth: she came after me and we bathed together. I washed 
her back and she washed my legs and arms, and then we 
returned to the house together. Lali was sitting just where we 
had lain and when we came in she understood what had hap- 
pened. She got up, put her arms round my neck and kissed 
me lovingly, and then she took her sister by the arm and made 
her go out by my door. Lali turned round and went out by 
hers. I heard knocking outside and when I went out I found 
Lali, Zoraima and two other women trying to make a hole in 
the wall with an iron bar. I gathered that they were going to 
make a fourth door. So that it should not crack except where 
they wanted it too, they were wetting it with the watering-can. 
Presently the door was made. Zoraima pushed the rubble out: 
from now on she alone would come and go by this opening 
— never again would she use mine. 

The chief came with three other Indians and his brother, 
whose leg was almost healed. He looked at the drawing on 
the mirror and he looked at his own reflection. He was aston- 
ished at seeing the tiger so well drawn and at the sight of his 
own face. He did not understand what I meant to do. When 
everything was dry, I put the glass on the table with tracing- 
paper over it and I began copying. This was very easy and it 
went fast — the pencil ran accurately along all the lines. Before 
the interested gaze of all present. I produced a drawing as 
perfect as the original in under half an hour. One after the 
other they all took the sheet and inspected it, comparing the 
tiger on my chest with the one on the paper. I made Lali lie 
on the table, wetted her just a little with a damp cloth, put a 
piece of carbon-paper on her belly and then the sheet I had 
just drawn on over it. I drew a few strokes, and when they 
saw a small part of the drawing reproduced on Lali’s skin they 
were all utterly amazed. It was only then that the chief grasped 
that it was for him I was taking all this trouble. 

Human beings who do not have the hypocrisy of a civilized 
upbringing react naturally, as soon as they understand what is 
going on. It’s in the living present that they’re pleased or angry, 
happy or sad, concerned or indifferent. There is a striking 
superiority about pure-blooded Indians like these Goajiras. 
They outdo us in everything; if once they have adopted some- 
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one, everything they posses is his; and if he does the least 
thing for them, their very quick feelings are extraordinarily 
moved. I decided to trace the main outlines with a razor so 
that from the first sitting the chief features should be there, 
fixed for good in tattoo. I’d go over it all again afterwards, 
with three needles fixed in a little stick. The next day I began 
my work. 

Zato lay on the table. When I had traced the drawing on a 
stronger piece of white paper I transferred it to his skin, which 
I had already prepared with a white clay wash that had been 
allowed to harden. It all came out quite perfect, and I let it 
dry thoroughly. The chief lay there stretched stiffly on the 
table, neither wincing nor even moving his head, so afraid was 
he of spoiling the picture, which I showed him in the mirror. 
I began on the lines with the razor. There was very little blood 
and each time a little showed I wiped it away at once. When 
I had gone over the whole thing very thoroughly, so that the 
drawing was replaced by thin red lines, I daubed his entire 
chest with blue ink. The blood prevented the ink taking only 
in the places where I had gone a little too deep, but almost 
all the picture stood out wonderfully. A week later Zato had 
his open-mouthed tiger’s head with its pink tongue, white teeth 
and black eyes, nose and whiskers. I was pleased with my 
work: it was better than my own tattoo and its colours were 
livelier. When the scabs came off I went over some places 
again with the needles. Zato was so pleased he asked Zorrillo 
to get six more looking-glasses, one for each hut and two for 
his. 

Days, weeks and months went by. We were in April, and 
now I had been here four months. My health was splendid. I 
was strong, and now that I was used to going barefoot I could 
go great distances without getting tired, hunting the big green 
lizards. I forgot to say that after my first visit to the medicine- 
man I asked Zorrillo to bring me icdine, peroxide, cotton-wool, 
bandages, quinine tablets and Stovarsol. I had once seen a 
convict in hospital with an ulcer as big as the medicine-man’s. 
Chatal, the orderly, crushed a tablet of Stovarsol and put it on 
it. I sent the medicine-man the little wooden knife and he 
answered by sending me his. It was hard work to persuade 
him to be treated, and it took a long time. But after a few goes 
the ulcer was smaller by half: then he continued the treatment 
on his own, and one fine day he sent me the big knife so I 
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should come and see that it was completely healed. Nobody 
ever knew that it was me who had cured him. 

My wives never left-me. When Lali was fishing, Zoratma 
was with me. If Zoratma went off to sea, Lali stayed to keep 
me company. 

Zato had a son. His wife went down to the beach when her 
pains began: she chose a big rock that sheltered her from all 
eyes and another of Zato’s wives took her a large basket 
with maize-cakes, fresh water and papelon, which is unrefined 
brown sugar, in five-pound loaves. She must have had the 
child about four in the afternoon, for at sunset there she was 
calling out as she came towards the village, holding the baby 
high in the air. Before she reached him, Zato knew it was a 
boy. It seemed to me they said that if it had been a girl she 
wouldn’t have raised it in the air and called out happily, but 
would have come quietly, just holding the baby in her arms. 
Lali explained it all in pantomime. Zato’s wife came forward, 
then having held up her child she stopped. Zato held out his 
arms, shouting, but he did not move. Then she got up, came 
forward another few yards, held up the child, called out, and 
stopped again. Once again Zato shouted and held out his arms. 
This happened five or six times during the last thirty or forty 
yards. Still Zato never stirred from the doorway of his hut. He 
stood in front of the main door, with everybody to his right 
and left. The mother stopped no more than five or six paces 
off: she lifted her baby high and cried out. Now Zato stepped 
forward, took the child under the arms and raised it high in 
his turn: he shouted three times, and three times he lifted it 
up. Then he set the child on his right arm, laid it across his 
chest and put its head under his armpit, hiding it with his left 
arm. He walked into his hut by the main door, never turning 
round. Everybody followed him, the mother coming last. We 
drank everything there was in the way of fermented juice. 

All that week they sprinkled the ground in front of Zato’s 
hut, and the men and women pounded the earth by stamping 
it. In this way they formed a very large circle of thoroughly 
tamped red clay. The next day they put up a great tent made 
of bullocks’ hides and I guessed there was going to be a feast. 
Under the shelter they arranged at least twenty huge jars full 
of their favourite drink. Stones were set out, and all round 
them piles of wood, both green and dry, that mounted every 
day. A good deal of this wood had been cast up long ago by 
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the sea; it was dry, white and polished. There were some very 
big trunks that had been rolled up far from the waves God 
knows how long ago. Upon these stones they set up two forked 
pieces of wood both the same height: these were the holders 
for an enormous spit. Four turned-over turtles; more than thirty 
live lizards, each as huge as the last and all with their feet and 
claws tied so they could not get away; two sheep: all this meat 
was there waiting to be knocked on the head and eaten. And 
at least two thousand turtle eggs. 

One morning about fifteen horsemen arrived; they were all 
Indians wearing necklaces, very wide straw hats, loin-cloths 
and sleeveless sheepskin jackets with the wool turned in; their 
feet, legs and buttocks were naked. They all carried huge 
daggers in their belts, and two cf them had double-barrelled 
guns. Their chief had a repeating rifle, a splendid jacket with 
black leather sleeves and a full cartridge-belt. The horses were 
beautiful: small, but very muscular, and all dapple grey. They 
carried bundles of hay on their cruppers. They announced their 
coming from a great way off by firing their guns, but as they 
came on at a full gallop they were with us very soon. The 
chief was wonderfully like a somewhat older version of Zato 
and his brother. He dismounted from his splendid horse and 
came towards Zato: each touched the other’s shoulder. He 
went into the house alone and came out again holding the 
baby and followed by Zato. He held it out towards everybody 
and then he made the same motion as Zato: when he had held 
it out to the east, where the sun rose, he hid it under his left 
arm and went back into the house. Then all the other horsemen 
dismounted; they hobbled their horses a little way off and 
hung the bundle of hay from their necks. At about noon the 
Indian women arrived, in a huge waggon pulled by four horses. 
The driver was Zorrillo. In the waggon there were at least 
twenty young Indian girls, and seven or eight children, all of 
them little boys. 

Before Zorrillo arrived I had been introduced to all the 
horsemen, starting with the chief. Zato pointed out that the 
little toe of his left foot was bent over the one next to it: his 
brother had the same thing, and so did the chief who had just 
come. After that he showed me that each of them had the 
same black mark, like a mole, under his arm. I gathered that the 
newcomer was his brother. Evervone greatly admired Zato’s 
tattooing, particularly the tiger’s read. All the Indian women 
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who had just come had different-coloured patterns on their 
faces and bodies. Lali put coral necklaces round the necks of 
some of these girls, and strings of shells round others. I noticed 
one lovely Indian girl; she was taller than the rest, who were 
rather on the short side. She had the profile of an Italian — 
you would have said a cameo. Her hair was blue-black; her 
enormous eyes were a perfect jade-green and they had very 
long lashes and beautifully curved brows. She wore her hair 
in the Indian style — fringe, parting in the middle, and hair 
falling each side of her face and covering her ears. It was cut 
short a handsbreadth from the middle of her neck. Her very 
firm breasts started close together and spread most beautifully. 

Lali introduced me and carried her off to our house with 
Zoraima and another young girl who was carrying little pots 
and a kind of brush. For indeed the visiting Indian girls meant 
to paint those belonging to our village. I was there while the 
very pretty girl carried out a masterpiece on Lali and Zoraima. 
Their brushes were made of a twig with a little piece of wool 
at its tip. She dipped it into various colours to make her pic- 
tures. Then I took up my brush, and starting at Lali’s navel I 
drew a plant whose two branches went to the beginning of her 
breasts, and then I painted pink petals and put yellow on her 
nipples. It looked like a half-open flower with its pistil. The 
three others wanted me to do the same for them. I thought I 
had better ask Zorrillo. He came and told me I could paint 
them however I liked so long as they were willing. What did 
I leave undone! For more than two hours I painted all the 
visiting girls’ bosoms and all the others’ too. Zoratma insisted 
upon having exactly the same picture as Lali. Meanwhile the 
men had been roasting the sheep on the spit, while two turtles, 
cut up, were cooking on the embers. The meat was a fine red 
— you might have taken it for beef. 

I sat under the awning next to Zato and his father. The men 
ate on one side, and the women, apart from those who served 
us, on the other. Very late that night the feast ended with a 
sort of dance. For the dancing an Indian played a wooden flute 
that yielded a sharp, monotonous sound, and beat on two 
sheepskin drums. Many of the men and women were drunk, 
but nothing at all unpleasant happened. The medicine-man had 
come on his ass. Everyone looked at the pink scar where the 
ulcer had been — an ulcer known to one and all so they were 
astonished to see it healed. Zorrillo and I were the only ones 
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to know what had really happened. Zorrillo told me the chief 
of the visiting tribe was Zato’s father and that his name was 
Justo, which means Just. He was the one who judged the 
disputes that arose between the people of his own tribe and 
the other tribes of the Goajira nation. He also told me that 
when there were difficulties with the Iapus, another Indian 
nation, they all met to discuss whether they should have a war 
or whether they should settle things in a friendly way. If an 
Indian was killed by the member of another tribe and they 
wanted to avoid war, it would be agreed that the killer should 
pay for the death of the man of the other tribe. Sometimes it 
would go as high as two hundred head of cattle, for in the 
mountains and the foothills all the tribes had a great many 
cows and steers. Unfortunately they never vaccinated against 
foot-and-mouth disease and the outbreaks killed great 
numbers. From one point of view, said Zorrillo, it was a good 
thing, because if it weren’t for these diseases there would be 
too many of them. The cattle wceuld not officially be sold in 
Colombia or in Venezuela; they must always stay in the Indian 
territory in case they should bring foot-and-mouth into the two 
countries. But, said Zorrillo, there was a great deal of smugg- 
ling of cattle across the mountains. 

Justo, the visiting chief, told me through Zorrillo to come 
and see him in his village, where there were more than a 
hundred huts, it seemed. He told me to come with Lali and 
Zoraima and he would give me a house for us, and to bring 
nothing, because he would provide all we could need. He said 
I should just bring my tattooing things to do a tiger’s head on 
him too. He took off his black leather wrist-band and gave it 
to me. According to Zorrillo this meant a great deal: it was 
the same as saying he was my friend and that he would have 
no strength to refuse anything I asked. He asked me if I should 
like a horse; I said yes, but I couldn’t have one here because 
there was almost no grass. He said Lali and Zoraima could go 
and fetch some whenever it was necessary, half a day’s ride 
off. He said just where and explained that the grass in that 
place was long and good. I accepied the horse and he said he 
would send it presently. 

I took advantage of Zorrillo’s long visit to tell him I relied 
upon him and that I hoped he would not betray my idea of 
going off to Venezuela or Colombia. He told me of the dangers 
of the twenty miles on either side of the frontiers. According 
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to what the smuggler said, the Venezuelan side was more 
dangerous than the Colombian. What’s more, he could go with 
me almost as far as Santa Marta on the Colombian side; he 
added that I had already travelled over that road and that in 
his opinion Colombia was the right choice. He agreed I ought 
to buy another dictionary, or rather books for learning Spanish 
with everyday phrases in them. As he saw it, it would be a 
very good thing if I learnt to stammer a great deal: people 
would get irritated listening to it and they’d finish my sentences 
themselves, without paying much attention to the accent or 
pronunciation. We decided on that: he would bring me the 
books and the most accurate map he could get, and he also 
undertook to sell my pearls for Colombian money when the 
time came. Zorrillo told me that the Indians, from the chief 
downwards, would be for me in my decision to go, since that 
was what I wanted; they would be sorry about it, but they 
would understand it was natural for me to want to go back to 
my own people. The difficulty would be Zoratma and even 
more Lali. Both one and the other, but above all Lali, was 
perfectly capable of shooting me. And then again I learnt 
something I hadn’t known, still from Zorrillo — Zoratma was 
pregnant. I hadn’t noticed a thing: so I was amazed. 

The feast was over, everybody had gone home, the hide tent 
was taken down and everything returned to what it had been, 
at least on the surface. My horse came, a splendid dapple-grey 
with a tail that almost touched the ground and a wonderful 
silvery-grey mane. Lali and Zoraima were not at all pleased, 
and the medicine-man sent for me to tell me they had asked 
him whether they could, without danger, give the horse ground 
glass so it should die. He had told them not to do that because 
I was protected by some Indian saint or other and therefore 
the glass would go back to their own bellies. He said he thought 
there was no danger any more, but he wasn’t dead certain. I 
was to take care. And what about me? No, he said. If they 
saw me making serious preparations for going, then all they 
were likely to do was to shoot me, particularly Lali. Could I 
try to persuade them to let me go, saying I should come back? 
No, no, not at all: I must never show I wanted to be off. 

It was possible for the medicine-man to tell me all this 
because he had made Zorrillo come the same day, and he acted 
as interpreter. Zorrillo was of the opinion that things were too 
serious not to take all possible precautions. I went home. Zor- 
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rillo had both come to the medicine-man’s place and left by 
a completely different road from mine. No one in the village 
knew that the medicine-man had sent for me at the same time 
as Zorrillo. 

Six months had passed now, and I was impatient to get 
away. One day I came back and found Lali and Zoraima 
studying the map. They were trying to make out what the 
shapes meant. What worried them most was the rose with its 
arrows showing the four cardinal points. They were uneasy; 
they guessed that this paper had something very important to 
do with our lives. 

Zoraima really began to look pregnant. Lali was rather jeal- 
ous and she obliged me to make love at any hour of the day 
or night and in any convenient place. Zoraima also wanted to 
be made love to, but fortunately only at night. I went to visit 
Justo, Zato’s father; and Lali ard Zoraima went with me. 
Luckily I had kept my drawing, and I used it to trace the 
tiger’s head on his chest. In six days it was done, for the first 
scabs had come off very quickly, thanks to his washing with 
water in which he had put a little piece of quicklime. Justo 
was so pleased that he gazed at himself in the mirror several 
times a day. Zorrillo came while [ was staying there. Having 
asked my permission he spoke to Justo about my plan, because 
I wanted my horse to be changed. The dapple-grey Goajira 
horses did not exist in Colombia, but Justo had three reddish- 
brown ones, and they were Colombian. The moment Justo 
knew my scheme he sent for these horses. I chose the one that 
seemed to me the quietest; and he had a saddle, stirrups and 
an iron bit put on it; for theirs have no saddle and the bit is 
made of bone. Having set me up in the Colombian fashion, 
Justo put the brown leather reins into my hand, and there in 
front of me he counted out thirty-nine hundred-peso gold 
pieces. He gave them to Zorrillo; who was to keep them and 
hand them to me the day I left. He wanted to give me his 
repeating rifle, but I refused; and in any case Zorrillo said I 
couldn’t go into Colombia armed. So then Justo gave me two 
arrows as long as your finger, wrapped in wool and kept in a 
little leather case. Zorrillo told me they were poisoned arrows, 
tipped with a very strong and extremely rare venom. 

Zorrillo had never either seen or possessed poisoned arrows. 
He was to keep them too until I set off. I didn’t know what to 
do to show how grateful I felt for Justo’s splendid generosity. 
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Through Zorrillo he told me he knew a little about my life 
and that the part he didn’t. know must be very rich, because I 
was a complete man. He said this was the first time in his life 
he had ever known a white man: he had always considered 
them as enemies before, but now he was going to like them 
and try to find another like me. ‘Think awhile,’ he said, ‘before 
going off into a land where you have many enemies; for here, 
in this land where we are, you have nothing but friends.’ 

He told me that Zato and he would watch over Lali and 
Zoraima; and if he was a boy, of course Zoraima’s child would 
always have an honourable place in the tribe. ‘I don’t want to 
see you go. Stay, and I’ll give you that beautiful girl you saw 
at the feast. She’s a virgin, and she likes you. You could stay 
here with me. You’ll have a big hut and as many cows and 
bullocks as you want.’ 

I left this open-handed, splendid man and went back to my 
village. Lali never said a word the whole journey. She was up 
behind me on the brown horse. The saddle must have been 
hurting her thighs, but she never once mentioned it. Zoraima 
was behind another Indian on horseback. Zorrillo had gone 
off to his village by another road. It was rather cold during 
the night. I handed Lali a sheepskin jacket Justo had given 
me. She let me put it on her without saying a word or showing 
any emotion. Not a single movement. She let the jacket be put 
on her, that’s all. Although the horse trotted rather hard at 
times, she never held me round the middle to stay on. When 
we reached the village and I went off to greet Zato, she took 
the horse and hitched it to the wall of the house with a pile 
of grass in front of it, without taking off its saddle and bridle. 
I spent a good hour with Zato and then went home. 

When they are sad, Indian men and even more Indian women 
have impassive faces — not a muscle stirs; their eyes may be 
overwhelmed with sadness, but they never weep. They may 
groan, but they never weep. As I turned over I hurt Zoraima’s 
belly, and the pain made her cry out. So I got up in case it 
should happen again and went and lay in another hammock. 
It was a very low-slung hammock, and as I was lying there I 
felt someone touch it. I pretended to be asleep, Lali was sitting 
motionless on a stump of wood looking at me. A moment later 
I knew that Zoraima was there: she had a way of rubbing 
orange-flowers on her skin by way of scent. She got them in 
little bags, trading with an Indian woman who came to the 
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village now and then. When I woke up they were still there, 
immobile. The sun was up, and it was almost eight o’clock. I 
led them down to the beach and I lay there on the dry sand. 
Lali sat down and so did Zoraima. I stroked Zoraima’s breasts 
and belly: she remained quite unmoved. I lay Lali down and 
kissed her: she closed her mouth. The fisherman came to wait 
for Lali. At the first sight of her face he understood what was 
going on and went away. I was really grieved, and the only 
thing I could think of doing was to stroke and kiss them to 
show I loved them. Not a single word did they utter. I was 
deeply upset at the sight of so much pain caused by the mere 
idea of what their life would be when I was gone. Lali tried 
to force herself to make love, giving herself to me with a kind 
of mad despair. What was her motive? There could only be 
one — to get herself with child by me. 

This morning for the first time I saw her jealous of Zoratma. 
We were lying in a sheltered hollow in the fine sand on the 
beach, and I was stroking Zoraima’s bosom and belly while 
she was nibbling the lobes of my ear when Lali appeared, took 
her sister by the arm, ran her hand over her rounded belly and 
then over her own, flat and smooth. Zoraima got up and, as 
though she were saying. ‘Yes, you’re right’, she let Lali have 
her place at my side. 

The women gave me my food every day, but they ate nothing 
themselves. It was three days now since they had eaten any- 
thing at all. I took the horse ancl I very nearly committed a 
serious error, the first in more than five months — I went to 
see the medicine-man without asking permission. On the way 
I realized what I was doing, and instead of going to his tent 
I rode to and fro two hundred yards from it. He saw me and 
beckoned to me. As well as I could I made him understand 
that Lali and Zoraima were no longer eating anything. He gave 
me a kind of nut that I was to put in the drinking-water at 
home. I went back and put the nut in the big jar. They drank 
several times, but even so they did not start eating. Lali no 
longer went fishing. Today, after four days of complete fasting, 
she did something very rash: she went nearly two hundred 
yards from the shore — swimming, not in a canoe — and came 
back with thirty oysters for me to eat. Their dumb misery 
upset me so much I could scarcely eat anything either. It had 
been going on for six days now. Lali was in bed feverish. In 
six days she had sucked a few lemons, nothing else. Zoratma 
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ate once a day, at noon. I no longer knew what to do. I sat 
there next to Lali. She was lying on the ground on a hammock 
that I had folded to make a sort of mattress for her: she stared 
steadily at the ceiling of the hut and never moved. I looked 
at her; I looked at Zoraima with her peaked belly; and I don’t 
know why, but I began to weep. For myself maybe? Maybe 
for them? God knows. I wept, and the heavy tears rolled down 
my cheeks. Zoraima saw them and began to moan; at this Lali 
turned her head and saw me crying. With one spring she got 
up and sat between my legs, groaning gently. She kissed me 
and stroked me. Zoraima put an arm round my shoulders and 
Lali began talking — talking on and on and moaning at the 
same time — and Zoraima answered her. She seemed to be 
blaming Lali. Lali took a piece of sugar the size of a fist, 
showed me she was melting it in water, and I drank it off in 
two gulps. Then she went out with Zoraima. I heard them 
pulling out the horse and when I came outside I found it ready 
saddled and bitted, with the reins round the pommel of the 
saddle. I took the sheepskin jacket for Zoraima and Lali put 
a folded hammock for her to sit on in front. Zoratma mounted 
first, almost on the horse’s neck, then me in the middle and 
Lali behind. I was so upset I set off without saying anything 
to anyone or telling the chief. 

I had supposed we were going to see the medicine-man and 
I set off in that direction; but no, Lali pulled the reins and said 
‘Zorrillo’. It was Zorrillo we were going to see. As we went, 
she held me tight by the belt and often she kissed the back of 
my neck. I had the reins in my left hand, and with my right 
I stroked Zoraima. We reached Zorrillo’s village just as he 
was coming back from Colombia with three asses and a horse, 
all very heavily laden. We went into the house. Lali spoke 
first, then Zoraima. 

And this is what Zorrillo told me: until the moment I wept, 
Lali had thought I was a white man who considered her as of 
no importance whatsoever. Lali knew very well I was going 
to go; but I was as false as a serpent because never had I told 
her or tried to make her understand. She said she was very, 
very deeply disappointed, because she had imagined an Indian 
girl like her could make a man happy -— and a contented man 
did not go away. She thought there was no point in her going 
on living after such a disaster. Zoraima said the same thing, 
and as well as all that she had been afraid her son would turn 
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out like his father — a false man with no word that could be 
relied upon, one who asked his wives, who would give their 
lives for him, things so hard they could not possibly understand 
him. Why was I running away from her as though she were 
the dog that had bitten me the day I arrived? 

I answered, ‘Lali, what would you do if your father was 
ill?’ 

‘I'd walk over thorns to go and look after him.’ 

“What would you do, once you could stand up for yourself, 
to someone who had hunted you like an animal, trying to kill 
you?’ 

‘I'd look for my enemy everywhere, so as to bury him so 
far down he’d never even be able to turn in his hole.’ 

‘And when you had done all these things, what would you 
do if you had two marvellous wives waiting for you?’ 

‘I'd ride back on a horse.’ 

‘That’s what I shall do, and that’s dead certain.’ 

‘And what if I’m old and ugly when you come back?’ 

‘T’ll be back long before you’re old and ugly.’ 

“Yes: you let water run from your eyes. You could never 
have done that on purpose. So you may leave when you want; 
but you must go in broad daylight, in front of everybody, not 
like a thief. You must go just as you came, at the same time 
in the afternoon, properly dressed. like a white man. You must 
say who is to watch over us night and day. Zato is the chief, 
but there must be another man to look after us. You must say 
that the house is still your house and that not a single 
man except for your son — if it is a man Zoraima has in her 
womb — not a single man must ever come into it. Zorrillo 
must come the day you go. So that he can repeat all you have 
to say.’ 

Weslept at Zorrillo’s. It was a wonderfully soft, warm night. 
The murmuring and whispering of those two daughters of 
nature had such moving, loving tones that I was deeply stirred. 
We rode back all three, going slowly because of Zoraima. I 
was to leave a week after the new moon, for Lali wanted to 
let me know whether it was certain she was pregnant. She had 
seen no blood the moon before. She was afraid she might be 
mistaken, but if she still saw none this month it would mean 
she was with child. Zorrillo was to bring all the things I was 
to wear: I was to dress there in the village, after I had spoken 
like a Goajira, that is to say, naked. The day before we were 
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all three to go and see the medicine-man. There was nothing 
sad about this slow return. They preferred knowing to staying 
there, abandoned and mocked by the men and women of the 
village. When Zoraima had had her child, she would take a 
fisherman to go out and bring up a great many pearls, which 
she would keep for me. Lali too would fish longer every day, 
so as to keep occupied. I was sorry I had not learnt to speak 
more than a dozen words of Goajira. There were so many 
things I wanted to tell them that could not be said through an 
interpreter. We reached the village. The first thing to be done 
was to see Zato and tell him I was sorry I had gone off without 
saying anything to him. Zato was as noble-minded as his father. 
Before I could speak he put his hand upon my throat and said, 
‘Uilu (be quiet).” The new moon would be in about twelve 
days. Together with the eight I was to wait afterwards, that 
would make twenty before I left. 

While I was looking at the map again, altering various details 
about getting round the villages, I thought over what Justo had 
said to me. Where could I be happier than here, where every- 
body loved me? Wasn’t I bringing misfortune on myself, going 
back to civilization? The future would show. 

These three weeks flashed by. Lali knew for sure she was 
pregnant, and it would be two or three children that would be 
waiting for me to return. Why three? She told me her mother 
had twice had twins. We went to see the medicine-man. No, 
my door was not to be shut up. There was to be nothing more 
than a branch set across it. The hammock in which we all 
three lay was to be slung from the roof of the hut. They must 
always go to bed in it together, because now they were only 
one being. Then he made us sit close to the fire, put on some 
green leaves and surrounded us with smoke for more than ten 
minutes. We went home and waited for Zorrillo, who arrived 
that same evening. We spent the whole of that night talking 
round a fire in front of my hut. By means of Zorrillo I said 
something friendly to each man of the village and they all 
answered with something of the same kind. At sunrise I went 
in with Lali and Zoraima. We made love all day long. Zoraima 
got on top of me to feel me in her better and Lali wrapped 
herself round me like a creeper, holding me tight inside her 
pulsating body — it beat like a heart. The afternoon brought 
the time for my going. With Zorrillo translating I said, ‘Zato, 
great chief of this tribe that took me in and that gave me 
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everything, I have to say that you must let me leave you for 
many moons.’ 

“Why do you want to leave your friends?’ 

‘Because I must go and punish those who have hunted me 
like a beast. Thanks to you I have been sheltered here in your 
village, I have lived happy, eaten well, made greathearted 
friends and had wives who have made the sun shine in my 
bosom. But all this must not change a man like me into an 
animal that once it has found a warm dry refuge stays there 
all its life because it is afraid of fighting and suffering. I am 
going to face my enemies; I am going to my father, who needs 
me. I leave my heart here, inside my wives Lali and Zoraima 
— the children who are the fruit of our marriage. My hut 
belongs to them and to my children yet to be born. If any man 
should forget it, I hope that you, Zato, will remind him. I ask 
that as well as your eyes, a man whose name is Usli should 
watch over my family day and night. I have loved you all 
deeply and I shall love you for ever. I shall do my very best 
to come back quickly. If I die, carrying out my duty, my 
thoughts will fly to you, Lali, Zoraima and my children, 
and to you, Indians of the Goajira nation, who are my own 
people.’ 

I went into my hut, followed by Lali and Zoraima. I put on 
a shirt and khaki trousers, with socks and boots. 

For a long while I kept my head turned to see every part 
of this idyllic village in which [ had just spent six months. 
This Goajira tribe, so dreaded both by the other Indians and 
by the whites, had been a sanctuary for me, a place where 
I could get my breath, an incomparable refuge against the 
wickedness of mankind. There I had found love, peace, quiet- 
ness of mind and greatness of soul. Farewell, Goajiras, wild 
Indians of the Colombian-Venezuelan peninsula. Your terri- 
tory is very large, and fortunately its ownership is disputed so 
that it is free from the interference of the two civilized countries 
that surround you. Your wild, savage way of living and protect- 
ing yourselves taught me something very important for the 
future — that it was better to be an untamed Indian than a legal 
official with a degree. 

Farewell, Lali and Zoraima, you incomparable women, so 
spontaneous and uncalculating, with your reactions so close 
to nature — at the moment of parting they simply swept all the 
pearls in the hut into the little linen bag for me. I shall come 
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back, that’s dead certain. When? How? I can’t tell, but I 
promise to come back. 

Towards the end of the afternoon Zorrillo mounted and we 
set off for Colombia. I had on a straw hat. I walked along, 
holding my horse by the bridle. All the Indians in the tribe, 
every single one, hid his face with his left arm and stretched 
the right out towards me. This meant they didn’t want to see 
me go because it hurt them too much; and holding out their 
arms with the hand in the air was a gesture to hold me back. 
Lali and Zoraima went with me for a hundred yards. I thought 
they were going to kiss me when suddenly they turned, and 
shrieking they ran to our house, never looking back. 
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Fifth Exercise-Book 
Back to Civilization 


Santa Marta Prison 


There was no difficulty in leaving the Indian territory of 
Goajira, and we crossed the La Vela frontier posts without 
any trouble. On horseback we could make the journey which 
had taken me so long with Antonio in no more than two days. 
But it was not only these frontier posts that were extremely 
dangerous; there was also a seventy-five mile zone as far as 
Rio Hacha, the village I had escaped from. 

In a kind of inn where you could eat and drink I carried 
out my first experiment in conversation with a Colombian 
civilian, Zorrillo at my side. I brought it off fairly well; and 
as Zorrillo had said, a strong stammer did a great deal to 
disguise accent and manner of speaking. 

We set off again in the direction of Santa Marta. Zorrillo 
was to leave me when we got half way and go back that 
morning. 

Zorrillo left me. We decided he should take the horse back 
with him. For after all, owning a horse meant having an 
address, belonging to some given village or other and so run- 
ning the risk of being forced to answer awkward questions. 
“You know So-and-So? What’s the name of the mayor? What 
does Madame X do? Who keeps the fonda?’ 

No: it was better I should carry on on foot, travelling by 
lorry or bus, and then after Santa Marta by train. I was to be 
a forastero (stranger) in those parts saying I had just any sort 
of a job and place of work. Zorrillo changed three of the 
hundred-peso gold pieces for me. He gave me a thousand 
pesos. A good workman made eight or ten a day, so just with 
that alone I had plenty to keep myself for quite a time. I got 
abroad a lorry that was going very close to Santa Marta, quite 
a considerable port about seventy-five miles from the place 
where Zorrillo left me. The lorry was going to fetch goats or 
kids — I couldn’t quite make out what. 

Every six or seven miles there was a tavern. The driver got 
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out and asked me to have a drink. He asked me, but I was the 
one who paid. And every time he drank five or six glasses of 
fiery spirits. I pretended to drink just one. By the time we had 
gone thirty miles he was as drunk as Davy’s sow. He was so 
pissed he took the wrong direction and got into a muddy side 
road where the lorry bogged down and could not get out. The 
Colombian didn’t worry. He lay down in the back and told 
me to sleep in the cab. I didn’t know what I ought to do. It 
must still be twenty-five miles to Santa Marta. Being with him 
meant that I was not questioned by people we met, and in 
spite of all these stops, I still got along quicker than on 
foot. 

So towards the morning I made up my mind to go to sleep. 
Day was breaking so it must have been about seven o’clock. 
And here was a cart pulled by two horses. The lorry prevented 
it from getting by. Since I was sleeping in the cab they thought 
I was the driver, and they woke me up. I stammered and put 
on the look of a man started out of his sleep not rightly knowing 
which way up he is. 

The real driver woke and argued with the man of the cart. 
After several tries we still could not manage to get the lorry 
out of the mud. It was in it up to its axles: nothing to be done. 
There were two black-dressed nuns in the cart, with coifs, and 
they had three little girls with them. After a great deal of talk 
the two men agreed to cut a clear space in the bush so the 
cart could get round, one wheel on the road and the other on 
the cleared part, thus avoiding the twenty yards of mud. 

Each had a machete — a knife for cutting sugar-cane: a 
tool carried by every man travelling the roads — and they cut 
everything that stood in the way while I laid it on the road to 
make it less deep and also to prevent the cart sinking in. In 
two hours or so the path was ready. It was then that one of 
the nuns, having thanked me, asked me where I was going. I 
said, ‘Santa Marta.’ 

‘But you’re not going in the right direction. You must turn 
back with us. We’ll take you very close to Santa Marta — only 
five miles from it.’ 

It was impossible for me to refuse: it would have made me 
look conspicuous. I should have liked to be able to say I was 
staying with the driver to give him a hand, but faced with the 
difficulty of bringing all that out, I preferred saying, ‘Gracias, 
Gracias.’ 
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And there I was in the back of the cart with the three little 
girls: the two nuns sat on the seat next to the driver. 

We set off and quite quickly covered the three or four miles 
the lorry had taken by mistake. Once we reached the good 
road we trotted along, and about noon we stopped at an inn 
to eat. The three little girls and the carter were at one table 
and the nuns and I ate at another. The nuns were young, 
between twenty-five and thirty. Very white skinned. One was 
Spanish, the other Irish. Gently the Irish one questioned me. 
“You're not from here, are you” 

‘Oh yes, I come from Baranquilla.’ 

‘No, you’re not a Colombian: your hair is too fair and your 
skin is only dark because it’s sunburnt. Where do you come 
from?’ 

‘Rio Hacha.’ 

‘What did you do there?’ 

‘Electrician.’ 

‘Oh? I’ve a friend in the electricity company. His name’s 
Perez: he’s a Spaniard. Do you know him?’ , 

“Yes.” 

‘I’m glad.’ 

At the end of the meal they got up to go and wash their 
hands and the Irish nun came back alone. She looked at me 
and then in French she said, ‘I shan’t betray you but my 
companion says she’s seen your picture in the paper. You’re 
the Frenchman who escaped from the Rio Hacha prison, aren’t 
you?’ 

Denying it would have been even worse. ‘Yes, Sister. I beg 
you not to give me away. I’m not the wicked type they said. 
I love God and respect Him.’ 

The Spanish nun appeared: speaking to her the Irishwoman 
said, ‘Yes.’ There was a very quick reply that I didn’t under- 
stand. They looked as if they were thinking; then they got up 
and went to the lavatory again. I thought fast during the five 
minutes of their absence. Should I get out before they came 
back? Should I stay? It would come to the same thing if they 
betrayed me, because if I left I'd soon be found. These parts 
had no really thick bush, and it would take no time to put a 
watch on the roads leading to the towns. I decided to trust to 
fate, which so far had not been unkind to me. 

They came back smiling all over their faces and the Irish 
one asked me my name. 
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‘Enrique.’ 

“Very well, Enrique: you must come with us as far as the 
convent we’re going to, which is five miles from Santa Marta. 
You needn’t be afraid of anything, travelling with us in the 
cart. Don’t speak, and everybody will think you’re a workman 
belonging to the convent.’ 

The sisters paid for everybody. I bought a tinder-lighter and 
twelve packets of cigarettes. We set off. All the time we trav- 
elled the nuns never spoke to me, which I was grateful for. 
This way the driver never realized I spoke badly. Towards the 
end of the afternoon we pulled up at a large inn. A bus was 
standing there and on it I read Rio Hacha — Santa Marta. I 
felt like taking it. 1 went up to the Irish nun and told her I 
was going to make use of this bus. 

‘That would be very dangerous,’ said she, ‘because before 
we get to Santa Marta there are at least two police posts where 
they ask passengers for their cédula (identity card); and that 
wouldn’t happen in the cart.’ 

I thanked her heartily, and now the anxiety I’d felt ever 
since they discovered me vanished entirely. On the contrary, 
it was a stroke of wonderful luck for me, meeting these nuns. 
Just as they said, at nightfall we reached a police post (alcabale 
in Spanish). A bus, coming from Santa Marta and going to 
Rio Hacha, was being inspected by the police. I was lying on 
my back in the cart with my straw hat over my face, pretending 
to be asleep. A little girl of about eight had her head on my 
shoulder, and she really was asleep. When the cart went 
through the driver stopped his horses just between the bus and 
the post. 

‘Cémo estan por aqui? (how are you all here?)’ asked the 
Spanish nun. 

‘Muy bien, Hermana (Very well, Sister).’ 

‘Me alegro, vamos, muchachos. (I’m glad to hear it; let’s 
go on, children).” And we drove quietly on. 

At ten at night, another post, very brightly lit. Two lines of 
cars of all kinds waiting. One line coming from the right and 
ours from the left. The boots of the cars were opened and the 
police looked inside. I saw one woman made to get out; she 
was scrabbling in her handbag. She was taken off to the police 
post. She probably had no cédula. In that case there was noth- 
ing to be done. The cars went by one at a time. As there were 
two lines there was no possibility of being let through as a 
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favour: there was no space, and so we had to resign ourselves 
to waiting. As far as I could see I was lost. In front of us there 
was a little bus crammed with people; on top, luggage and 
cases, and behind a kind of big net full of all sorts of bundles. 
Four police made all the passengers get out. The bus had only 
one door, in front. The men and women all filed through it. 
Some women carrying babies. And one by one they all got in 
again. ‘Cédula! Cédula!’ And they all brought out a card with 
a photograph on and showed it. 

Zorrillo had never told me about this. If I’d known, maybe 
I could have tried to get myself a forged one. I said to myself 
that if only I could get past this post I’d pay any money at all 
and somehow get hold of a cédula before travelling from Santa 
Marta to Baranquilla, a very large town on the Atlantic coast 
— two hundred and fifty thousand inhabitants, said my book. 

Christ, this bus business was taking a long time. The Irish 
nun turned round. ‘Rest easy, now, Enrique,’ she said. Straight 
away I was furious with her for this incautions word — the 
driver must surely have heard. 

Our turn came and the cart moved forward into the brilliant 
light. I had decided to sit up. It seemed to me it might look 
as though I were trying to hide, lying down like that. I leant 
my back against the slatted tail-board of the cart, facing 
towards the nuns’ backs. I could only be seen from the side 
and my hat was pretty low down, but not exaggeratedly so. 

‘Cémo estan todos por aqui? (How is everybody here?)’ 
said the Spanish nun again. 

‘Muy bien, Hermanas. Y cémo viajan tan tarde? (Very well, 
Sisters. Why are you travelling so late?)’ 

‘Por una urgencia, por eso no me detengo. Somos muy 
apuradas. (Because of an emergency, so do not keep us. We 
are in a great hurry.)’ 

‘Vayanse con Dios, Hermanas (Go with God, Sisters).’ 

‘Gracias, hijos. Que Dios les protege. (Thank you, my sons. 
May God protect you.)’ 

‘Amén (Amen),” said the police. And we passed quietly on, 
without anyone asking us anything. A hundred yards farther 
on the nuns made the cart stop and disappeared into the bush 
for a while. I was so moved that when the Irish nun got in 
again I said to her, ‘Thank you, Sister.’ 

She said, ‘It was nothing: but we were so frightened it upset 
our stomachs.’ 
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About midnight we reached the convent. A high wall, a 
great door. The driver went off to stable the horses and cart 
and the three little girls were led into the convent. On the steps 
of the courtyard a heated discussion began between the two 
nuns and the sister in charge of the gate. The Irishwoman told 
me that she wouldn’t wake the Mother Superior to ask her 
permission for me to sleep in the convent. At this point I was 
stupid — I didn’t make my mind up quickly enough. I ought 
to have made the most of this incident to get out and leave 
for Santa Marta — I knew there was only five miles to go. 

It was a mistake that cost me seven years of penal servitude. 

At last the Mother Superior was woken and they gave me 
a room on the second floor. I could see the lights of the town 
from the window: I could make out the lighthouse and the 
markers in the channel. A big vessel was moving out of the 
harbour. 

I went to sleep, and the sun was up when they knocked on 
my door. I had had a hideous dream. Lali ripped her belly 
open in front of me and our child came out in little pieces. 

I shaved and washed very quickly. I went downstairs. At 
the bottom the Irish nun greeted me with a faint smile. “Good 
morning, Henri. Did you sleep well?’ 

‘Yes, Sister.’ 

‘Please come along to the Mother Superior’s office: she 
wants to see you.’ 

We walked in. There was a woman sitting behind a desk. 
A woman of about fifty or even more with a very severe face: 
her black eyes looked at me without the least tenderness. 
‘Sevior, sabe usted hablar espanol? (Do you speak Spanish?)’ 

‘Muy poco (Very little).’ 

‘Bueno, la Hermana va servir de inter prete (Very well, the 
Sister will interpret for us). They tell me you are French?’ 

“Yes, Mother.’ 

‘Did you escape from prison at Rio Hacha?’ 

‘Yes, Mother.’ 

‘How long ago?’ 

‘About seven months.’ 

“What have you been doing meanwhile?’ 

‘I was with the Indians.’ 

‘What? You with the Indians? I can’t accept that. Those 
savages have never allowed anyone into their territory. Not 
even one single missionary has been able to get in — just 
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imagine that. I cannot have that answer. Where were you? Tell 
me the truth.’ 

‘I was with the Indians, Mother, and I can prove it.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘With these pearls they fished up.” My bag was pinned to 
the back of my jacket: I undid it and passed it over. She opened 
it and a handful of pearls spilled out. 

‘How many pearls are there here?’ 

‘I don’t know: maybe five or six hundred. About that.’ 

‘This is no proof. You might have stolen them somewhere 
else.’ 

‘To set your mind at rest, Mother, I’ll stay here until you 
can find out whether there have been any pearls stolen, if you 
like. I’ve got some money. I can pay for my keep. I promise 
I won’t stir from my room until you say.’ 

She looked at me very hard. At the same moment it occurred 
to me she would be saying to herself, ‘And what if you escape? 
You’ ve already escaped from prison; you’d find it easier from 
here.’ 

‘T’ll leave you my bag of pearls — my whole fortune. I know 
they’re in good hands.’ 

‘Very well, then. But you don’t have to stay shut upin your 
room. You may come down into the garden in the morning 
and afternoon when my daughters are in chapel. You can eat 
in the kitchen with the staff.’ 

I came away from this interview more or less at ease. I was 
about to go up to my room again, but the Irish nun led me to 
the kitchen. A big bowl of café au lait, very new black bread, 
and butter. The nun watched me breakfast, standing there in 
front of me. She looked anxious. I said, ‘Thank you, Sister, 
for all you have done for me.’ 

‘I'd like to do more, but I can’! — nothing more at all, friend 
Henri,’ and with this she left the kitchen. 

I sat at the window and I gazed at the town and the port 
and the sea. The countryside all round was well cultivated. I 
could not get rid of the notion that I was in danger. So much 
so that I made up my mind to escape the coming night. Never 
mind about the pearls: let the Mother Superior keep them for 
her convent or for herself if she liked! I didn’t trust her, and 
it wasn’t likely I was wrong, for how come she, a Catalan, 
the Mother Superior of a converit and therefore an educated 
woman, didn’t speak French? It wasn’t believable. Conclusion: 
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I'd be off that night. Yes, in the afternoon I’d go down into 
the courtyard and find out where I could get over the wall. At 
about one o’clock there was a knock on my door. ‘Please come 
down for your meal, Henri.’ 

“Yes, I’m coming. Thank you.’ 

I was sitting at the kitchen table and I had hardly begun to 
help myself to a dish of meat and boiled potatoes when the 
door opened and in came four white-uniformed police with 
rifles and an officer with a revolver. 

‘No te mueve, o te mato (Don’t move or I kill you).’ He 
handcuffed me. The Irish nun uttered a great shriek and fainted. 
Two kitchen-sisters picked her up. 

‘Vamos (Let’s go),’ said the chief. He took me up to my 
room. They searched my bundle and straight away they found 
the thirty-six hundred-peso gold coins I still had, but they put 
the case with poisoned arrows aside without looking at it — 
no doubt they thought it was pencils. With a satisfaction he 
didn’t attempt to hide the chief put the gold coins into his 
pocket. We left. An old crock of a car in the courtyard. 

The five police and I crammed ourselves into this contrap- 
tion and set off at full speed, driven by a chauffeur in police 
uniform, as black as coal. I was completely overwhelmed and 
I made no sort of a protest. I was doing all I could to hold 
myself together: this was no time to be asking for pity or 
forgiveness — be a man and remember you must never give 
up hope. All this flashed through my mind. And when I got 
out of the car I was so determined to look like a man and not 
like a mouse, and I succeeded so well that the first thing the 
officer who interrogated me said was, ‘This Frenchman is 
tough all right: he doesn’t seem to give a damn about being 
caught.’ I walked into his office. I took off my _ hat 
and I sat down without being asked, my bundle between my 
feet. 

‘Tu sabes hablar espanol? (Can you speak Spanish, man?)’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Llame el zapatero (Call the cobbler).’ A few minutes later 
there appeared a little man in a blue apron, carrying a shoe- 
maker’s hammer in his hand. 

‘Are you the Frenchman who escaped from Rio Hacha a 
year ago?’ 

‘No.’ 

“You’re lying.’ 
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‘I’m not lying. I am not the Frenchman who escaped from 
Rio Hacha a year ago.’ 

‘Undo his handcuffs. Take off your jacket and shirt, man.’ 
(He took up a paper and looked at it. All the tattooings were 
described.) ‘You lack the thumb of your left hand. Yes. So 
it’s you, then.’ 

‘No it’s not me, because it’s not a year ago that I left. I left 
seven months back.’ 

‘It’s all one.’ 

‘Maybe it is for you, man. Not for me.’ 

‘I get it: you’re the typical killer. French or Colombian, you 
killers (matadores) are all the same — untameable. I’m only 
the deputy-governor of this prison. I don’t know what they’ll 
do with you. For the moment I’ll put you in with your com- 
panions.’ 

“What companions?’ 

‘The Frenchmen you brought to Colombia.’ 

I followed the police, who took me to a cell whose barred 
windows looked out on to the courtyard. Here were all five 
of my friends again. We embraced. ‘We thought you were out 
and away for good, mate,’ said Clousiot. Maturette wept like 
the child he was. And the three others were thunderstruck too. 
The sight of them all gave me back my strength. 

‘Tell us all about it,’ they saicl. 

‘Later. What about you?’ 

“We’ve been here these three months past.’ 

‘Do they treat you good?’ 

‘Neither good nor bad. We’re waiting to be transferred to 
Baranquilla, where they’re going to hand us over to the French 
authorities, it seems.’ 

“What a set of swine! And what about making a break?’ 

“You’ve hardly got here before you’re thinking of getting 
out!’ 

“What’s so bleeding odd about that? Do you think I’m giving 
in just like that? Are you very strictly watched?’ 

‘Not all that much by day, but at night there’s a special 
guard for us.’ 

‘How many?’ 

‘Three warders..’ 

‘How’s your leg?’ 

‘OK. I don’t even limp.’ 

‘Are you always shut in?’ 
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‘No, we can take the sun in the yard, two hours in the 
morning and three in the afternoon.’ 

‘What are the other Colombian prisoners like?’ 

‘It seems there are some very dangerous types, the thieves 
as bad as the killers.’ 

I was in the yard that afternoon, talking to Clousiot privately, 
when I was sent for. I followed the cop into the same office 
as that morming. There I found the governor of the prison 
together with the one who’d already questioned me. It was a 
very dark man who was sitting in the place of honour — he 
was almost black. From his colour you would have said more 
black than Indian, and his short curly hair was that of a Negro. 
He was about fifty: black, wicked eyes. A very short-clipped 
moustache over the thick lips of a violent, angry mouth. His 
collar was open — no tie. On the left-hand side the green and 
white ribbon of some decoration or other. The cobbler was 
there too. 

‘Frenchman, you have been retaken after an escape of seven 
months. What did you do during that time?’ 

‘I was with the Goajiras.’ 

‘Don’t you presume to make game of me or I’ll have you 
punished.’ 

‘It’s true.’ 

‘No one’s ever lived with the Indians. This year alone 
they’ve killed more than twenty-five coastguards.’ 

‘No, the coastguards were killed by smugglers.’ 

‘How-do you know?’ 

‘I lived there seven months. The Goajiras never leave their 
own country.’ 

‘All right, maybe it’s true. Where did you steal these thirty- 
six hundred-peso pieces?’ 

‘They’re mine. It was the chief of a mountain tribe called 
Justo who gave them to me.’ 

‘How could an Indian possess a fortune like this and then 
give it to you?’ 

‘Well, Chief, has there been any robbery with gold hundred- 
peso pieces in it?’ 

‘No: that’s true. There’s been no such theft in the reports. 
But that doesn’t mean we shan’t make inquiries.’ 

‘Do. It’s to my advantage.’ 

‘Frenchman, you committed a serious crime by escaping 
from the Rio Hacha gaol, and a still more serious one in 
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helping such a man as Antonio to escape — he was going to 
be shot for having killed several coastguards. Now we know 
that you are wanted by the French and that you’ve got a life 
sentence waiting for you. You’re a dangerous killer. So I’m 
not going to leave you with the other Frenchmen and run the 
risk of having you escape again. You’re going to be put into 
the black-hole until you leave for Baranquilla. The gold coins 
will be given back if it is found there’s been no such robbery.’ 

I left the office and they took me to a staircase that led 
underground. After we had gone down more than twenty-five 
steps we reached a very dimly-lit corridor with cages to the 
right and the left. One of the cells was opened and I was 
shoved in. When the door on to the passage closed a smell of 
decay rose from the slimy earth floor. I was hailed from all 
sides. Each barred hole had one, two or three prisoners. 

‘Francés, Francés! Que has hecho? Por que esta aqui? 

(What did you do? What are you in for?) Do you know 
these are the death cells?’ 

“You shut up! Let him speak,’ shouted a voice. 

‘Yes, I’m French. I’m here because I escaped from the 
prison at Rio Hacha.’ They understood my pidgin-Spanish 
perfectly well. 

‘Listen to this, Frenchman: I’Ii tell you something. There’s 
a plank at the back of your cell. That’s to lie down on. On 
the right you’ll find a tin with water in it. Don’t waste any, 
because they only give you a very little in the morming and 
you can’t ask for any more. On the left there’s a latrine bucket. 
Cover it over with your jacket. You won’t need a coat because 
it’s so hot, so cover your bucket so it won’t smell so bad. We 
all cover our buckets with our clothes, we do.’ 

I went to the bars and tried to make out their faces. I could 
only see the two opposite, right up against the bars with their 
legs out into the corridor. One was the Spanish-Indian type, 
like those first police who arrested me at Rio Hacha: the other 
was a very light-coloured Negro, a handsome young fellow. 
The Negro warned me that the water rose in the cells at each 
high tide. I was not to be frightened, because the water never 
came up higher than your middle. I was not to catch hold of 
the rats that might climb on to me; I was to hit them. Never 
catch hold of them if you don’t want to be bitten. I said. ‘How 
long have you been in this black-hole?’ 

‘Two months.’ 
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“What about the others?’ 

‘Never more than three months. If they don’t take you out 
after three months, that means you’re meant to die down here.’ 

‘The one who’s been here longest — how long has he had?’ 

‘Eight months, but he won’t last much longer now. This 
last month he’s only been able to get up on to his knees. He 
can’t stand. A really high tide and he’ll drown.’ 

‘They’re savages, then, in this country of yours?’ 

‘I never said we were civilized, did I? Yours is no more 
civilized either, since you’ve got a life sentence. Here in Col- 
ombia it’s either twenty years or death. But never life.’ 

“Well, there you are, then. It’s much the same everywhere.’ 

‘Did you kill many people?’ 

‘No. Only one.’ 

‘That’s not possible. For just one man you never get a 
sentence like that.’ 

‘I give you my word it’s true.’ 

‘Well, then, your country’s as savage as mine, don’t you 
see?’ 

‘OK, we won’t argue about our countries. You’re right. 
The police are shits everywhere. And what did you do?’ 

‘I killed a man, his son and his wife.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘They’d given my little brother to a sow to eat.’ 

‘Christ above! It’s not possible!’ 

‘My little brother — he was five — used to throw stones at 
their boy every day, and he’d hit him on the head a good many 
times.’ 

‘Still, that’s no reason.’ 

‘That’s what I said when I found out.’ 

‘How did you.find out?’ 

‘My little brother had been gone, missing for three days, 
and when I was searching for him I found one of his sandals 
in the dunghill. This dung came from the sow’s stye. I raked 
through the muck and I found a bloodstained white sock. I 
knew what that meant. The woman confessed before I killed 
them. I made them say their prayers before I shot them. With 
the first shot I broke the father’s legs.’ 

“You were quite right to kill them. What are you going to 
get?’ 

‘Twenty years at the outside.’ 

“Why are you in the black-hole?’ 
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T hit a policeman belonging to their family. He was here 
in this prison. They’ve taken him away. He’s not here any 
more, so I’m easy in my mind.” 

The passage door opened. A warder came in: with two pris- 
oners who were carrying a wooden tub on two wooden poles. 
Behind them, right at the back, you could just see the shape 
of two more warders with rifles. They went along cell by cell, 
emptying the buckets into the tub. The stench of excrement 
and urine filled the air until you choked. No one spoke. When 
they reached me the one who took my bucket dropped a little 
packet on the ground. Quickly I shoved it farther into the 
darkness with my foot. When they had gone I found two 
packets of cigarettes in the parcel, a tinder-lighter and a note 
in French. First I lit two cigarettes and tossed them to the guys 
opposite. Then I called my neighbour, who held out his hand 
and caught cigarettes and passecl them on to the others. When 
I’d handed them out I lit my own and tried to read the note 
by the corridor light. But I couldn’t manage. So then I made 
a roll of the wrapping paper, and after a good many tries I got 
it to light. Quickly I read, ‘Keep your heart up, Papillon. Rely 
on us. Look out for yourself. Tomorrow we’ll send you paper 
and pencil so you can write. We’re with you to the death.’ 
How that note comforted me and warmed my heart! I was not 
alone any more, since my friends were there and I could count 
on them. 

No one spoke. Everybody was smoking. Handing out these 
cigarettes showed me there were nineteen of us in these death 
cells. Well, here I was on the way down the drain again; and 
this time I was up to the neck in it. These Little Sisters of the 
Lord were rather sisters to the Devil. And yet it couldn’t 
possibly have been the Irishwoman or the Spanish nun who 
betrayed me. Oh what a God-damned fool I had been to believe 
in those nuns! No, not them. Maybe the carter? Two or three 
times we had been careless, talking French. Might he have 
heard? What did it matter? You’ve copped it this time cock; 
and you’ve copped it good and proper. Nuns, driver, Mother 
Superior — it all comes to the same thing in the end. 

Fucked is what I am, down here in this stinking cell that 
floods twice a day, it seems. The heat was so stiffing I first 
took off my shirt and then my trousers. And my shoes, and I 
hung everything on the bars. 

And to think I had gone fifteen hundred miles just to end 
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‘up here! What a very brilliant success. Dear God. Are You 
going to abandon me now, You who have been so open-handed 
with me? Maybe You’re angry: for after all You did give me 
freedom — the most certain, the most beautiful kind of freedom. 
You had given me a community that took me to its heart. You 
gave me not just one but two splendid wives. And You gave 
me the sun, and the sea. A hut where I was the unquestioned 
master. That primitive, natural life — very simple, but Lord 
how sweet and gentle. What an unrivalled gift You gave me 
— freedom, with no police, no judges, no back-biters or evil 
men around me! And IJ didn’t know how to value it at its true 
worth. The sea so blue that it was almost green or black; those 
sunrises and sunsets that made everything swim in such gentle, 
peaceful serenity; that way of living without money, where I 
lacked nothing a man really wants — I had despised it all: I 
had trampled it underfoot. And all for what? For a society that 
wanted nothing to do with me. For people who would not 
even trouble to find out whether there was some good in me. 
For a world that rejected me — that would not even give me 
the smallest hope. For a community that only thought of one 
thing: wiping me out at any price. 

When they heard of my recapture, how they’d laugh, those 
twelve bastards on the jury, that lousy Polein, the cops and the 
prosecuting counsel]. For there’d certainly be some journalist 
who’d send the news to France. 

And what about my family? They must have been so happy 
when the gendarmes came to tell them their son or brother 
had escaped from his gaolers! Now they would have to suffer 
all over again at the news that I was retaken. 

I’d been wrong to abandon my tribe. Yes, I could certainly 
say ‘my tribe’, because they had all adopted me. I have done 
wrong and I deserve what is happening to me. But still ... 
I’d not escaped just so as to increase the Indian population of 
South America. Dear Lord, You must understand that I just 
have to live in an ordinary civilized society once more and 
prove that I can be a harmless member of it. That’s my real 
destiny — with Your help or without it. 

I must manage to prove that I can be — that I am and shall 
be — an ordinary human being, if indeed not a better one than 
the other members of some given community or some given 
country. 
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I was smoking. The water began to rise. It was almost up to 
my ankles. I called, ‘Black, how long does the water stay in 
the cell?’ 

‘That depends on the strength of the tide. One hour: two at 
the most.’ 

I heard several prisoners saying, ‘Esta Ilegando (Here it 
comes)!’ 

Very, very gradually the water rose. The half-caste and the 
Negro had climbed up on their bars: their legs were hanging 
out into the passage and their arms were round the uprights. 
I heard a noise in the water: it was a sewer-rat as big as a cat 
splashing about. It tried to get up the bars. [ took hold of one 
of my shoes and when it came towards me I fetched it a great 
swipe on the head. It ran off down the corridor, squealing. 

The Negro said to me, ‘You’ve started hunting already, 
Francés. You’ve got a lot on your plate if you want to kill 
them all. Climb on to the bars, drape yourself round them and 
take it easy.’ 

I took his advice, but the bars cut into my thighs: I couldn’t 
stand the position for long. I uncovered my bucket-latrine, tied 
my jacket to the irons and then sat on it. It formed a kind of 
seat that made the position more bearable, because now I was 
almost sitting down. 

This coming in of the water, the rats, the centipedes and 
the tiny waterborne crabs, was the most revolting, the most 
depressing thing a human being could possibly have to bear. 
A good hour later, when the water ebbed away, it left half an 
inch of slimy mud. I put on my shoes, so as not to have to 
paddle in this filth. The black chucked me a four-inch piece 
of wood, telling me to sweep the mud out into the passage, 
starting first by the plank I was to sleep on and then at the 
back of the cell. This took me quite half an hour, and it forced 
me to think of what I was doing and nothing else. That was 
already something. There’d be no more water until the next 
tide, that is to say I'd have just eleven hours, since it was only 
during the last hour that it came in. Before we had it again I 
should have to reckon the six hours of the ebb and the five of 
the flood. A thought came to me — a rather absurd idea. ‘Papil- 
lon, it’s your fate to be linked to the tides. The moon is very 
important for you and your life, whether you like it or not. It 
was the flood and the ebb tides that let you get down the 
Maroni so easily when you escaped from penal. It was by 
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working out the time of the tide that you left Trinidad and 
Curacao. And the reason why you were arrested at Rio Hacha 
was that the tide wasn’t strong enough to sweep you out quick 
enough: and now here you are, at the mercy of this tide for 
good and all.’ 

If one day these pages are printed, maybe some of their 
readers will feel a little pity for me when they learn what I 
had to bear in the Colombian black-hole. Those people are the 
good ones. The others, first cousins to the twelve bastards who 
found me guilty, or the prosecuting counsel’s brothers, will 
say, ‘It serves him right: he only had to stay in penal and it’d 
never have happened.’ Well, whether you’re one of the good 
guys or whether you’re one of the bastards, would you like 
me to tell you something? I was not in despair, not at all: 
indeed [ll go farther and say I’d rather have been in the cells 
of that old Colombian fortress, built by the Spanish Inquisition, 
than in the Iles du Salut, where I ought to have been. Here 
there was a good deal still that I could try for carrying on with 
my break; and even in this rotting hole I was still at least 
fifteen hundred miles from the penal settlement. They were 
really going to have to take remarkable precautions to make 
me go all those fifteen hundred miles in reverse. There was 
only one thing I regretted — my Goajira tribe, Lali and Zoraima, 
and that freedom in a life of nature. Without the comfort a 
civilized man looks for to be sure, but without police or prisons 
either, still less black-holes. I reflected that it would never 
occur to my savages to inflict a punishment of this kind on an 
enemy, far less to someone like me, who had never done the 
Colombians the slightest harm. 

I lay down on the plank and I smoked two or three cigarettes 
at the back of my cell so the others shouldn’t see. When I 
gave the black back his piece of wood I also tossed him a 
lighted cigarette and he, feeling awkward because of the others, 
did the same. These details may seem to have no sort of 
importance at all, but as I see it they meant a great deal. It 
proved that we, the outcasts of society, did at least possess 
the remains of a sense of right behaviour and consideration 
for others. 

This place wasn’t like the Conciergerie. Here I could dream 
and let my mind wander without having to put a handkerchief 
over my eyes to protect them from the glare. 

Who could it have been who told the police I was in the 
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convent? Oh, if I were to find out one day, it’d cost him a 
packet. And then I said to myself, ‘Don’t talk balls, Papillon. 
What with all you’ve got to do in France by way of revenge, 
you’ve not come to this country in the back of beyond to do 
harm to anyone! Life itself will certainly punish the informer, 
and if one day you do come back it won’t be for revenge but 
to bring happiness to Lali and Zoraima and perhaps the chil- 
dren they’ll have had by you. If you do come back to this 
God-forsaken place it'll be for them and for all the Goajiras 
who did you the honour of accepting you as one of themselves. 
I’m still on the way down the drain, but even right down in 
an underwater black-hole I’m still on the run, whether they 
like it or not — on the way to freedom. That’s something that 
can’t possibly be denied.’ 

I was brought paper, a pencil, two packets of cigarettes. 
Three days I had been here now. Or rather three nights, because 
down here it was night all the time. As I lit a Piel Roja cigarette 
I couldn’t but admire the solidarity between the prisoners. The 
Colombian who gave me the packet was running a hell of a 
risk. If he was caught, it would be a spell in these same 
punishment cells for him, that was for sure. He certainly knew 
it, and agreeing to help me in my martyrdom was not only 
brave but it showed rare nobility of mind. Lighting the paper 
as I had done before, I read ‘Papillon, we know you’re bearing 
up well. Bravo! Send us news. Much the same with us. A nun 
who spoke French came to see you, they didn’t let her talk to 
us, but a Colombian says he had time to tell her the Frenchman 
was in the death cells. She said: I'll come back. That’s all. 
Love from your friends.’ 

It was not easy to answer, but still I managed to write, 
‘Thanks for everything. I’m bearing up OK. Write to the 
French consul — you never know. Let the same one always 
handle the messages so in case of accident only one’s punished. 
Don’t touch the points of the arrows. Long live the break!’ 
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Break at Santa Marta 


It was not until twenty-eight days later that I was brought out 
of that loathsome hole, and then it was because of the inter- 
vention of the Belgian consul at Santa Marta, a man named 
Klausen. The black, whose name was Palacios and who got 
out three weeks after I first came, had the idea of telling his 
mother, when she came to see him, that she was to warn the 
Belgian consul that there was a Belgian in the black-hole. The 
notion came to him one Sunday when he had seen a Belgian 
prisoner being visited by the consul. 

So one day I was taken up to the governor’s office, and he 
said to me, ‘You’re French, so why do you appeal to the 
Belgian consul?’ 

Sitting there in an armchair with a briefcase on his knee 
there was a gentleman of about fifty: dressed in white, fair, 
almost white hair; round, fresh, pink face. I grasped the pos- 
ition at once. ‘You’re the one who says I’m French. I admit 
I escaped from a French prison, but for all that I’m Belgian.’ 

‘There, you see!’ said the little man with a face like a priest. 

“Why didn’t you say so, then?’ 

‘As far as I could see it had nothing to do with you, because 
I’ve not really committed any serious crime on your territory, 
apart from escaping, which is natural for any prisoner.’ 

‘Bueno. I’I] put you with your friends. But, Sefor Consul, 
I warn you that at the first hint of an escape I put him back 
where he comes from. Take him to the barber and then put 
him in with his friends.’ 

‘Thank you, Monsieur le Consul,’ I said in French, ‘thank 
you very much for having taken this trouble for me.’ 

‘God above! How you must have suffered in that horrible 
black-hole. Go quickly before this brute changes his mind. II] 
come again and see you. Good-bye.’ 

The barber wasri’t there and they took me straight to my 
friends. I must have looked rather old-fashioned because they 
never stopped saying, ‘Is it really you? It’s not possible. What 
have those swine clone to make you look like this? Speak — 
say something. Are you blind? What’s wrong with your eyes? 
Why do you keep blinking them like that?’ 

‘Because I can’t get used to this light. It’s too bright for 
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me. My eyes are uSed to the dark.’ I sat down, looking towards 
the inner part of the cell. ‘It’s better this way.’ 

“You smell of rot. It’s unbelievable. Even your body smells 
rotten.’ 

I stripped and they put my things over by the door. My 
arms, back, legs and thighs were covered with red bites, like 
the bites of our bugs at home, and with the places where the 
tiny crabs that came in with the tide had nipped me. I was 
horrible: I didn’t need a mirror to realize that. These five 
convicts had seen a good deal, but now they stopped talking, 
shocked at the state I was in. Clousiot called a warder and 
said although the barber wasn’t there, there was water in the 
yard. The other told him to wait until it was time to go out. 

I went out stark naked. Clousiot brought the clean clothes 
I was going to put on. With Maturette helping me, I washed 
and rewashed myself with the black soap of those parts. The 
more I washed, the more filth came off. At last, after several 
soapings and rinsings, I felt clean. The sun dried me in five 
minutes and IJ put on my clothes. The barber came. He wanted 
to crop my head: I said, ‘No. Cut my hair in the ordinary way 
and shave me. I’ll pay.’ 

‘How much?’ 

“A peso.’ 

‘Do it well,’ said Clousiot, ‘and I'll give you two.’ 

Washed, shaved, with properly cut hair and clean clothes, 
I felt myself coming to life again. My friends never stopped 
questioning me — ‘And how hizh did the water come? What 
about the rats? What about the centipedes? And the mud? And 
the crabs? And the shit in the pails and the corpses they 
took out? Were they natural deaths or guys who’d hanged 
themselves? Or were they police suicides?’ 

The questions never stopped and so much talking made me 
thirsty. There was a coffee-seller in the yard. During the three 
hours we stayed there I drank at least ten strong coffees, 
sweetened with papelon (brown sugar). This coffee seemed to 
me the world’s finest drink. The Negro of the black-hole oppo- 
site came and talked to me. In an undertone he told me about 
the business of his mother and the Belgian consul. I shook 
him by the hand. He was very proud of having been at the 
bottom of my getting out. He went off as happy as can be, 
saying, ‘We'll have another talk tomorrow. That’s enough for 
today.’ 
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My friends’ cell looked to me like a palace. Clousiot had a 
hammock he’d bought with his own money. He made me lie 
in it. I stretched out crossways. He was amazed, and I told 
him that the reason he lay longways was that he just didn’t 
know how to use a hammock. 

Our days and part of our nights were filled with eating, 
drinking, playing draughts, playing cards with a Spanish pack, 
talking Spanish between ourselves and with the Colombian 
police and prisoners so as to learn the language well. Having 
to go to bed at nine was not so good. As I lay there all 
the details of the break right the way from the hospital at 
Saint-Laurent to Santa Marta came crowding before my eyes; 
and they called for a continuation. The film couldn’t stop there; 
it had to go on. It'll go on all right. Just let me get my strength 
back and believe me there’ll be more of the story. I found my 
little arrows and two coca leaves, one completely dry and the 
other with still a little green. I chewed the green one. They 
all watched me, astonished. I explained that these were the 
leaves cocaine was made of. 

“You’re kidding.’ 

“Taste.” 

“Well, yes: it does numb your lips and tongue.’ 

‘Do they sell it here?’ 

‘Don’t know. How do you manage to produce cash, 
Clousiot?’ 

‘I changed some in Rio Hacha, and since then I’ve always 
had it openly.’ 

‘As far as I’m concerned,’ I said, ‘I’ve got thirty-six hun- 
dred-peso gold pieces with the governor, and each coin’s worth 
three hundred pesos. One of these days. I’ll bring the matter 
up.’ 

‘Why not offer him a deal? They’re all broke.’ 

“You may have something there.’ 

On Sunday I talked to the Belgian consul and the Belgian 
prisoner. The prisoner had swindled an American banana firm. 
The consul said he’d do all he could to protect us. He filled 
in a form saying I was born of Belgian parents in Brussels. I 
told him about the nuns and the pearls. But he was a Protestant 
and he knew nothing about priests or nuns: he was very slightly 
acquainted with the bishop. As for the coins, he advised me 
not to ask for them. It was too dangerous. He would have to 
be told twenty-four hours before we left for Baranquilla ‘and 
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then you might claim them in my presence,’ he said, ‘since 
there were witnesses, if I have understood you properly.’ 

“Yes.” 

‘But at this point don’t you claim anything: he might put 
you back into those horrible punishment cells or maybe even 
have you killed. These gold hundred-peso pieces are a little 
fortune. It’s not three hundred pesos they’re worth, as you 
think, but five hundred and fifty apiece. So it is an important 
sum. You mustn’t lead the Devil into temptation. As for the 
pearls, that’s something else again. Give me time to think it 
over.’ 

I asked the Negro whether he’d like to escape with me, and 
how, in his opinion, we ought to set about it. His skin turned 
grey at the mere sound of the word. 

‘Please, please, man. Don’t you even think of such a thing. 
You put a foot wrong, and what’s waiting for you is the most 
hideous slow death in the world. You’ve had just a taste of it. 
Wait until you’re somewhere else — Baranquilla, say. But here 
it’d be suicide. Do you want to die? Keep quiet, then. There’s 
not another black-hole in the whole of Colombia like the one 
you’ve been in. So why risk it here?’ 

“Yes, but it must be fairly easy in this place, with the wall 
no great height.’ 

‘Hombre, facil o no, don’t you count on me. Neither to 
escape nor even to help you. Not even to talk about it.” And 
he left me, terror-stricken, saying, ‘Frenchman, you’re not 
normal: you’re mad to think of such things here at Santa 
Marta.’ 

Every morning and every afternoon I watched the Colom- 
bian prisoners who were inside for important jobs. They all 
had murderers’ faces, but you felt they were tamed. The fear 
of being sent to those punishment cells completely paralysed 
them. Four or five days ago a man was brought out of the 
black-hole; he was a big guy, a head taller than me, and they 
called him El- Caiman. He had the reputation of being 
extremely dangerous. I talked to him, and then, after we had 
walked about in the yard together three or four times, I said, 
‘Caiman, quieres fugarte conmigo? (Do you want to escape 
with me?)’ 

He looked at me as though I was the Devil and said, ‘And 
go back where we came from if we fail? No thank you very 
much. I’d rather kill my mother than go back there.’ 
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That was my last try. I was never going to talk to anyone 
about escaping again. 

That afternoon I saw the prison governor passing by. He 
stopped, looked at me, and said, ‘How are you?’ 

‘I’m all right: but I’'d be better if I had my gold pieces.’ 

“Why?’ 

‘Because then I could afford to pay a lawyer.’ 

‘Come with me.’ And he took me into his office. We were 
alone. He gave me a cigar — so far so good — and lit it for me 
— better and better. “Can you speak Spanish well enough to 
understand and answer properly if I speak slow?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Good. So you tell me you’d like to sell your twenty-six 
coins?’ 

‘No, my thirty-six coins.’ 

‘Ah, yes, yes. And to pay a lawyer with the money? But 
there are only the two of us who know you possess these 
coins.’ 

‘No, there’s the sergeant and the five men who arrested me 
and the deputy-governor who received them before handing 
them over to you. And then there’s my consul.’ 

‘Ha, ha! Bueno. It’s really better that plenty of people should 
know about it — that way we can act right out in the open. 
You know, man, I’ve done you a great favour. I’ve kept quiet. 
I didn’t pass on the requests to the other police chiefs asking 
whether they knew of any theft of gold coins.’ 

‘But you should have.’ 

‘No. From your point of view it was better not to.’ 

‘Thank you, Governor.’ 

“You want me to sell them for you?’ 

‘For how much?’ 

‘Why, at the price you told me you’d sold three for — three 
hundred pesos. You can give me one hundred pesos each for 
doing you this service. What do you say to that?’ 

‘No. You give me back the coins in lots of tenand I'll give 
you not a hundred pesos apiece, but two hundred. That’ll pay 
back all you’ve done for me.’ 

‘Frenchman, you're too sharp. As for me, I’m just a poor 
Colombian officer, too trusting and not very bright; but you’re 
really intelligent. And too sharp, as I’ve already said.’ 

‘OK, mate. What reasonable kind of an offer have you got 
to make, then?’ 
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‘Tomorrow I’ll send for the buyer, here in my office. He’ll 
look at the coins, make an offer, and we split fifty-fifty. That 
or nothing. Otherwise I send you to Baranquilla with the coins; 
unless I keep them here for inquiries.’ 

‘No. Here’s my last suggestion. Let the man come here and 
look at the coins: and then anything over three hundred and 
fifty pesos each is for you.’ 

‘Esta bien (All right); tu tienes mi palabra (you have my 
word). But where are you going to put such a lot of money?’ 

“You'll send for the Belgian consul at the time of payment 
and I'll give it to him to pay for my lawyer.’ 

‘No. I don’t want any witnesses.’ 

‘There’s no danger for you. I'll sign a paper saying you’ve 
handed me back my thirty-six pieces. Agree to this, and if you 
act straight with me I’ll put you on to another deal.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Just you trust me. It’s as good as the first deal, and in the 
second we’ll split fifty-fifty.’ 

‘Cual es? (What is it?) Tell rae.’ 

‘Get moving quickly tomorrow, and at five in the afternoon, 
when my money’s safe with the consul, I'll tell you about the 
other business.’ 

We had been talking for a long while. By the time I went 
back to the yard, very pleased with myself, my friends were 
already shut up in their cell. 

‘Well, what happened?’ 

I told them everything word for word. We howled with 
laughter, in spite of the position we were in. 

‘What a quick worker, that guy! But you were quicker. Do 
you think he’ll fall for it?’ 

‘I'll lay two to one he’s in the bag. Anyone take the bet?’ 

‘No. I think you’ve got him all right.’ 

All that night I thought it over. The first deal was as good 
as through. The second too — he would be absolutely delighted 
to go and get the pearls back. There remained the third. The 
third ... that was going to be when I offered him the whole 
of my share to let me get a boat from the harbour. I could 
buy it with the money I had in my charger. Would he resist 
the temptation? What did I risk? He couldn’t even punish me, 
not after the first two deals. We'd see. Don’t sell the bear’s 
skin, etc. You might wait until Baranquilla, Papillon. Why? 
Bigger town, bigger prison: and therefore better watched, with 
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higher walls. I ought to go back and live with Lali and Zoraitma. 
I’d escape right away, spend some years there, go to the moun- 
tains with the cattle-owning tribe, and then get into touch with 
the Venezuelans. I must at all costs succeed in this break. All 
night I worked out how I could carry the third deal through 
successfully. 

The next day things moved quickly. At nine in the moming 
I was sent for to see a gentleman who was waiting for me at 
the governor’s. When I got there the warder stayed outside: 
in the office I found a man of about sixty wearing a light grey 
suit and a grey tie. In his tie there was a big grey and silver-blue 
pearl, sticking out as though in a jewel case. This lean, dry 
man was not without a certain style. 

‘Good morning, Monsieur.” 

“You speak French?’ 

“Yes, Monsieur, I come from the Lebanon. I see that you 
have some gold hundred-peso pieces. That interests me. Will 
you take five hundred each?’ 

‘No. Six hundred and fifty.’ 

“You have been misinformed, Monsieur! The top price is 
five hundred and fifty.’ 

‘Look, since you’re taking the lot, I'll let you have them 
for six hundred.’ 

‘No, five hundred and fifty.’ 

To cut it short, we agreed on five hundred and eighty. The 
deal was through. 

‘Qué han dicho? (What have you been saying?)’ 

‘The deal’s through, Governor: five hundred and eighty 
apiece. The sale goes through just after twelve o’clock this 
afternoon.’ 

The dealer left. The governor stood up and said to me, ‘Fine. 
And what is there in it for me?’ 

‘Two hundred and fifty on each coin. You had wanted to 
make a hundred pesos on each, but I’m giving you two and a 
half times as much, as you see.’ 

He smiled and said, ‘What’s the other business?’ 

‘In the first place let the consul be here after twelve to 
receive the money. When he’s left I’ll tell you about the other 
deal.’ 

‘So it’s true there is another?’ 

“You’ve got my word.’ 

‘Fine. Ojala (Let it be true).’ 
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At two o’clock the consul and the Lebanese were there. The 
dealer gave me twenty thousand eight hundred and eighty 
pesos. I handed over twelve thousand six hundred to the consul 
and eight thousand two hundred and eighty to the governor. I 
signed a receipt according to which the governor had given 
me back my thirty-six gold hundred-peso pieces. When the 
governor and I were alone again I told him about the incident 
with the Mother Superior. 

‘How many pearls?’ 

‘Five to six hundred.’ 

‘She’s a bandit, that Mother Superior. She ought to have 
brought them or sent them back to you, or she ought to have 
handed them over to the police. I'll denounce her.’ 

‘No. You must go and see her and give her a letter from 
me, in French. Before mentioning the letter, ask her to send 
for the Irish nun.’ 

‘I get you. It’s the Irish one who must read the French letter 
and translate it to her. Fine. Ill go.’ 

‘Wait for the letter.’ 

‘Why, that’s true! José,’ he called through the half-open 
door, ‘get the car ready, with two men.’ 

I sat there at the governor’s desk, and on official prison 
paper I wrote this letter; 


Madame the Mother Superior of the convent, 
c/o the kind and charitable Irish nun, 

When God brought me to your house, where I believed I 
was to receive the help that the Christian faith requires to 
be given to every fugitive, I entrusted you with a bag of 
pearls belonging to me, as a gesture to persuade you that I 
should not steal away from beneath your roof — a roof that 
shelters a house of God. Some infamous being thought 
proper to denounce me to the police, who at once came and 
arrested me in your house. I hope the crawling soul that 
was guilty of this does not belong to one of the nuns of 
your convent. I cannot tell you I forgive that vile man or 
woman, for it would be a lie. On the contrary, I most heartily 
beg that God or one of His saints will mercilessly punish 
the person (male or female) who has been guilty of such a 
shocking crime. I beg you, Madame la Supérieure, to deliver 
the bag of pearls I entrusted you with to Governor Cesario. 
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I am sure he will most scrupulously pass them on to me. 
This letter will be a sufficient receipt. 
Yours, etc. 


As the convent was five miles from Santa Marta the car 
was back in an hour and a half. The governor sent for me. 

‘Here we are. Count them and see if any are missing.’ 

I counted them. Not to see if any were missing, because I 
didn’t know how many there had been in the first place, but 
to know how many there were now, in the hands of this brute. 
Five hundred and seventy-two. 


‘No falta? (None missing?) 

‘No. Now tell me what happened.’ 

‘When I got to the convent, there was the Mother Superior 
in the courtyard. With a policeman on either side of me I said, 
‘‘Madame, I must speak to the Irish nun in your presence 
about a very serious matter whose nature you will guess, no 
doubt.’’’ 

“What then?’ 

‘The nun trembled as she read the letter to the Mother 
Superior. The Superior said nothing. She bowed her head, 
opened the drawer of her desk and said to me, ‘‘Here’s the 
bag and its pearls, untouched. May God forgive the person 
who was guilty of such a crime against that man. Tell him we 
pray for him.’’ So there you are, hombre!’ ended the governor, 
beaming. 

“When do we sell the pearls?’ 

‘Manana (tomorrow). I don’t ask you where they come 
from: I know you’re a dangerous matador (killer), but now I 
also know you’re a man of your word and that you’re straight. 
Here, take this ham and wine and French bread with you and 
drink to this memorable day with your friends.’ 

‘Good night.’ 

And I came back with a two-litre bottle of Chianti, a seven- 
pound smoked ham and four long French loaves. It was a 
banquet. The ham, bread and wine shrank fast. Everybody ate 
and drank heartily. 

‘Do you think the lawyer will be able to do something for 
us?’ 

I burst out laughing. Poor souls — even they had fallen for 
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that crap about the lawyer. ‘I don’t know. We must think it 
over and consider before paying.’ 

‘The best would be to pay only if it works,’ said Clousiot. 

‘That’s right. We must find a lawyer who’ll agree to 
that.’ And I didn’t talk about it any more. I was slightly 
ashamed. 

The next day the Lebanese came back. ‘It’s very compli- 
cated,’ he said. ‘To begin with the pearls have to be sorted 
according to size, then by colour, and then by shape — accord- 
ing to whether they’re round or baroque.’ In short it was not 
only complicated, but into the bargain the Lebanese said he’d 
have to bring another possible buyer who knew more about it 
than he did. In four days the business was finished. He paid 
thirty thousand pesos. At the last moment I withdrew one pink 
and two black pearls as a present for the Belgian consul’s 
wife. As good businessmen they at once said that those three 
pearls alone were worth five thousand pesos. I kept them 
nevertheless. 

The Belgian consul made a fuss about taking the pearls: but 
he’ was quite willing to keep the fifteen thousand pesos for 
me. So there I was in possession of twenty-seven thousand 
pesos. Now it was a question of carrying the third deal through. 

How was I to set about it? What was the right angle? In 
Colombia a good workman earned between eight and ten pesos 
a day. So twenty-seven thousand was a lot of money. I must 
strike while the iron was hot. The governor had had twenty- 
three thousand pesos. With this twenty-seven thousand on top 
of it, he’d have fifty thousand. 

‘Governor, think of a business that would let a man live 
better than you do — what would it cost?’ 

‘A good business, money down, would cost forty-five to 
sixty thousand pesos.’ 

‘And what would it bring in” Three times what you get? 
Four times?’ 

‘More. It’d bring in five or six times my pay.’ 

‘Then why don’t you become a businessman?’ 

‘I'd need twice as much capital as I’ve got now.’ 

‘Listen, Governor, I can suggest a third deal.’ 

‘Don’t play the fool with me." 

‘No: I’m serious. Do you want my twenty-seven thousand 
pesos? They’re yours whenever you like.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 
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‘Let me go.’ 

‘Look, Frenchman, I know you don’t trust me. Before, 
maybe you were right. But now I’ve escaped from poverty, 
or close on; and now I can buy a house and send my children 
to a paying school. And it’s all thanks to you, so now I’m 
your friend. I don’t want to rob you and I don’t want you to 
be killed: I can’t do anything for you here, not even for a 
fortune. I can’t help you make a break with any chance of 
success whatsoever.’ 

‘And what if I prove that that’s not true?’ 

“Why, then we’ll see: but think about it thoroughly first.’ 

‘Governor, have you a friend who’s a fisherman?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Maybe he could take me out to sea and sell me his boat?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

“What would his boat be worth, roughly?’ 

‘Two thousand pesos.’ 

‘Suppose I give him seven thousand and you twenty thou- 
sand, would that be all right?’ 

‘Frenchman, ten thousand’s enough for me. Keep something 
for yourself.’ 

“You go ahead and fix it.’ 

“You going alone?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘How many?’ 

‘Three altogether.’ 

‘Let me talk to my fisherman friend.’ 

I was astonished at this character’s change towards me. He 
had a villainous murdering face, but there were some fine 
things hidden far down in his heart. 

In the yard I spoke to Clousiot and Maturette. They said 
for me to do as I thought best: they were ready to follow. This 
way of putting their lives into my hands gave me an immense 
satisfaction. I’d never let them down. I’d be extraordinarily 
cautious, for I’d taken a great responsibility on my shoulders. 
But I had to tell our other friends. We’d just finished a domino 
tournament. It was close on nine o’clock at night. It was the 
last moment we could still get any coffee. I called ‘Cafetero!’ 
and ordered six piping hot coffees. 

‘There’s something I’ve got to say to you. I think I’m going 
to be able to make a break again. Unfortunately only three of 
us can go. It’s natural I should take Clousiot and Maturette, 
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the ones I escaped from penal with. If any of you have anything 
to say against it, let him speak out. I'll listen.’ 

‘No,’ said the Breton. ‘It’s fair enough, whichever way you 
look at it. To begin with because you all set off from penal 
together. And then because you’d never have been in this hole 
if we hadn’t wanted to land in Colombia. But still thanks for 
asking what we think about it, Papillon. Of course you’ve got 
the right to do what you say; and I truly hope to God you 
bring it off, because if you don’t it’s certain death. And with 
very fancy trimmings, too.’ 

“We know that,’ said Clousiot and Maturette together. 

The governor spoke to me that afternoon. His friend was 
all right. He asked what we wanted to take with us in the boat. 

‘A ten-gallon keg of fresh water, fifty pounds of maize flour 
and ten pints of oil. That’s all.’ 

‘Carajo!’ exclaimed the governor. ‘You’ll take to the sea 
with no more than that?’ 

“Yes.” 

“You’re brave, really brave.’ 

It was in the bag. He was determined to go through with 
this third deal. Quietly he added, ‘Whether you believe it or 
not, friend, I’m doing this for my children in the first place, 
and then for you. You deserve it for your bravery.’ 

I knew it was true, and I thanked him. 

‘How are you going to manage so that my help doesn’t 
show too much?’ 

“You won’t be involved. I’ll leave at night, when the deputy- 
governor’s on duty.’ 

“What’s your plan?’ 

“You must begin by reducing the night-guard by one man. 
Then three days later you take off another. When there’s only 
one left you set up a sentry-box opposite the cell door. The 
first rainy night he’l] take shelter in the box and I’ll get out 
by the window behind. As for the lights round the wall, you’ll 
have to find some way of short-circuiting them yourself. That’s 
all I ask you to do. You can do it by tying two stones to a 
length of copper wire and tossing it over the two electric wires 
that run from the pole to the row of lights on the top of the 
wall. As for the fisherman, he must moor the boat by a pad- 
locked chain, with the padlock already forced so I shan’t lose 
any time, the sails ready to be hoisted and three big paddles 
to get us out into the wind.’ 
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‘But there’s a little motor,’ said the governor. 

‘Ah? So much the better. Let him have it ticking over as 
though he was warming it up and go to the nearest café for a 
drink. When he sees us coming, he’s to stand by the boat in 
a black oilskin.’ 

“What about the money?’ 

‘lll cut your twenty thousand pesos in two — dividing each 
note. I’Il pay the fisherman his seven thousand in advance. I’ 
give you half the twenty thousand beforehand, and one of the 
Frenchmen that stays behind — I'll tell you which — will give 
you the other half.’ 

“You don’t trust me then? That’s bad.’ 

‘No, it’s not that I don’t trust you; but you might muck up 
the short-circuiting, and then I shan’t pay, because without the 
short-circuit there’s no getting out.’ 

‘OK.’ 

Everything was ready. Through the governor I had given 
the fisherman his seven thousand pesos. For the last five days 
there had been no more than a single man on guard. The 
sentry-box was there and we were only waiting for the rain, 
which did not come. The bar had been sawn through with 
blades the governor had supplied and the cut well camouflaged: 
what’s more, it was completely hidden by a cage with a parrot 
in it — a bird that was just beginning to say ‘Shit’ in French. 
We were all on hot bricks. The governor had been given the 
half notes. Every night there we were, waiting. It would not 
rain. One hour after the start of a downpour the governor was 
supposed to short-circuit the current from the outside. Not a 
single drop: at this time of year it was utterly unbelievable. 
The smallest cloud seen through our bars at about the right 
time filled us with hope: but then nothing ever came. It was 
enough to drive you crazy. For sixteen days now everything 
had been ready — sixteen nights of waiting up, our hearts in 
our mouths. One Sunday morning the governor himself came 
into the yard to fetch me. He took me to his office: there he 
handed me back the bundle of half notes and three thousand 
uncut pesos. 

‘What’s the matter?’ 

‘Frenchman, my friend, you’ve only got tonight. At six 
o’clock tomorrow you leave for Baranquilla. I’m only giving 
you back three thousand of the fisherman’s pesos because he 
spent the rest. If God sends rain tonight the fisherman will be 
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waiting for you and you can give him the money when you 
take the boat. I trust you: I know there’s nothing to be afraid 
of.’ 

It did not rain. 


Breaks at Baranquilla 


At six o’clock in the morning eight soldiers and two corporals, 
commanded by a lieutenant, put handcuffs on us and loaded 
us into an army lorry for Baranquilla. We did the hundred and 
twenty-five miles in three and a half hours. By ten we were 
at the prison they call ‘Eighty’, in the Calle Medellin at Baran- 
quilla. Such a great deal of effort not to go to Baranquilla, 
and yet for all that here we were! It was a big town. The chief 
Atlantic port in Colombia, but lying high up in the estuary of 
the Rio Magdalena. As for the prison, it was a big one too: 
four hundred prisoners and close on a hundred warders. It 
was run just like any European gaol. Two surrounding walls, 
twenty-five feet high and more. 

The top men of the prison welcomed us, with Don Gregorio, 
the governor, at their head. The prison was organized round 
four courtyards, two one side and two the other. They were 
separated by a long chapel where they had services and which 
also acted as a visiting-room. They put us into the ‘highly 
dangerous’ yard. When we were searched they found the 
twenty-three thousand pesos and the little arrows. I thought it 
my duty to warn the governor they were poisoned, which 
hardly made us look like model citizens. 

‘These Frenchmen even go so far as to carry poisoned 
arrows!’ 

For us, being in the Baranquilla prison was the most danger- 
ous point in our whole break. Here we were to be handed over 
to the French authorities. Yes, Baranquilla (and for us that just 
meant its huge prison) was the turning point. We must escape 
whatever it cost — we must stake everything. 
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Our cell stood in the middle of the yard. It wasn’t a cell in 
any case, but a cage — a concrete roof sitting on top of thick 
iron bars, with the lavatory in one of the corners. There were 
about a hundred other prisoners; they were housed in cells 
built in the four walls surrounding this court, which was about 
twenty yards by forty; and they could see into the court through 
their bars. Each set of bars had a kind of metal eave to stop 
the rain coming into the cell. We six Frenchmen were the only 
ones to be lodged in this central cage, open day and night to 
the gaze of the prisoners and, even more, of the warders. We 
spent the daytime in the yard, from six in the morning until 
six at night. We could walk in and out of the cells as we liked. 
We could talk, walk and even eat in the yard. 

Two days after we got there we were all six taken into the 
chapel, where we found the governor, a few police and seven 
or eight newspaper photographers. 

“You escaped from the French penal settlement in Guiana?’ 

“We’ve never denied it.’ 

“What crime led each of you to be punished so severely?’ 

‘That doesn’t matter. What does matter is that we’ve com- 
mitted no crime on Colombian territory and that your nation 
is not only refusing us the right to remake our lives but is 
acting the part of man-hunters or gendarmes for the French 
government.’ 

‘Colombia feels that she should not accept you on her 
territory.’ 

‘But I myself and two other comrades were and still are 
perfectly determined not to live in this country. We were all 
three arrested far out at sea, not trying to land here at all. On 
the contrary, we were doing everything we possibly could to 
get away.’ 

‘The French,’ said the journalist belonging to a Catholic 
paper, ‘are almost all Catholics, like us Colombians.’ 

‘It may well be that you people are baptized Catholics, but 
your way of carrying on is very far from Christian.’ 

“What do you have against us?’ 

“You collaborate with the gaolers who are hunting us down. 
Even worse, you’re doing their work for them. You’ve taken 
away our boat and everything in it — it all belonged to us, 
being a present from the Catholics of the island of Curagao, 
so magnificently represented by Bishop Irénée de Bruyne. We 
can’t think it right that you should refuse us a chance of 
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redeeming ourselves; and even more than that, you stop us 
going to some other country at no expense to anyone else — 
some other country that might perhaps take the risk. That we 
think is really very wrong.’ 

‘So you’re angry with us — you’re angry with the Col- 
ombians?’ 

‘Not with the Colombians as such, but with their police and 
legal system.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean that any mistake can be put right with good will. 
Allow us to set off by sea for some other country.’ 

“‘We’ll try to get you permission.’ 

When we were back in the yard Maturette said to me, ‘Well, 
did you get that? No kidding ourselves this time, man. We’re 
in a hell of a tight corner, and it’s not going to be easy to get 
out of it.’ 

‘Listen,’ I said, ‘I don’t know whether we’d be stronger if 
we were united, but what I have to say is each can do what 
he thinks best. As for me, I just have to break out of this 
Eighty of theirs.’ 

On Thursday I was called into the visiting-room and there 
I saw a well-dressed man of about forty-five. I looked at him 
hard. He was curiously like Louis Dega. 

“You’re Papillon?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘I’m Joseph, Louis Dega’s brother. I’ve seen the papers and 
I’ve come to visit you.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘Did you see my brother in Guiana? Did you know him at 
all?’ 

I told him exactly what had happened to Dega up until the 
day we parted in the hospital. He told me his brother was now 
on the Iles du Salut, a piece of news that had reached him 
from Marseilles. Visits took place in the chapel, on Thursdays 
and Sundays. He told me that in Baranquilla there were a 
dozen Frenchmen who had come to seek their fortune with 
their women. They were all ponces. There was a special district 
in the town, where some eighteen whores kept up the best 
French traditions of refined and skilful prostitution. It was 
always the same kind of men and the same kind of women 
from Cairo to the Lebanon, from England to Australia, from 
Buenos Aires to Caracas, Saigon to Brazzaville, who peddled 
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their ancient speciality, the oldest in the world, prostitution 
and how to live off it handsomely. 

Joseph Dega told me something pretty quaint: Baranquilla’s 
French ponces were troubled in their minds. They were afraid 
our coming to the prison here might disturb their peace and 
damage their prosperous trade. And in fact, if one of us got 
out, or several of us, the police would go and look for them 
in the French girls’ casetas, even if the escaped man had never 
been there to ask for help. And that might lead indirectly to 
the police finding out plenty — phony papers, out-of-date or 
cancelled residence permits, and so on. If they were looking 
for us they would also check identity-cards and permits. And 
if some of the women, and even some of the men, were found, 
it might be very bad for them. 

So now I knew just where I was. He added that as far as 
he was concerned he’d do absolutely anything I asked and 
he’d come and see me on Thursdays and Sundays. I thanked 
him: he was a decent fellow and subsequent events showed 
he really meant what he said. He also told me that according 
to the papers France had been granted our extradition. 

‘Well, gents, I’ve plenty of news for you.’ 

‘What?’ cried all five of them in chorus. 

‘No illusions for us, to begin with. Our extradition is fixed. 
A special boat is coming from French Guiana to take us back 
where we came from. Next, our being here is worrying the 
ponces — French ponces who have settled comfortably in this 
town. Not the one who came to see me. He doesn’t give a 
damn for what happens, but the other members of the union 
are afraid that if one of us escapes it may make things awkward 
for them.’ 

They all burst out laughing: they thought I meant to be 
funny. Clousiot said, ‘Please, Monsieur Poncio Pilate, may I 
have your permission to escape?’ 

‘It’s not a joke. If any of the tarts come and visit us we 
must tell them not to come any more. Right?’ 

‘Right.’ 

As I’ve said, there were about a hundred Colombian pris- 
oners in our yard. They were by no means fools. There were 
some really skilful thieves, some elegant forgers, really bright 
confidence-men, hold-up specialists, drug peddlars and a few 
highly trained killers — it is a very commonplace calling in 
America, but these were really practised types. In those parts 
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wealthy men and successful adventurers hire them to act on 
their account. 

There were skins of every colour. From the African black 
of the Senegalese to the tea-colour of our Martinique Creoles, 
and from Indian red with blue-black hair to pure white. I made 
contacts. I tried to gauge the powers and the will to escape of 
some few picked men. Most were like me — they either feared 
a long sentence or already had one, and they lived in a contin- 
ual state of readiness for a break. 

Along the top of the four walls of this rectangular court 
there ran a sentinel’s walk that was brilliantly lit by night and 
that had a little tower at each corner to hold a sentry. So there 
were four of them on duty day and night, with an extra man 
in the yard, by the chapel door. This one had no weapons. 
The food was quite good and many of the prisoners sold things 
to eat or drink — coffee or fruit-juice — orange, pineapple, 
pawpaw, etc. — that came in from outside. Every now and then 
one of these traders would be the victim of an astonishingly 
rapid attack. Before he knew what was happening there he 
would be with a big towel wrapped tight round his face to 
stop him crying out and a blade in his back or at his throat 
that was ready to go in deep at the slightest resistance. The 
victim’s takings would be gone before he could say knife. As 
the towel came off so he’d get a crack on the back of the neck. 
Nobody ever said a word, whatever happened. Sometimes the 
trader would put his things away -- shutting up shop, as it were 
— and try to find who it was who'd done it. If he did, then 
there was a fight: with the knife, always. 

Two Colombian thieves came to me with a suggestion. I 
listened very closely. It seemed that in the town there were 
some police who were also thieves. When they were on duty 
in a given district, they would tell their accomplices so they 
could come out and do business there. 

My two visitors knew them all, and they told me it would 
be very unlucky if one of these men didn’t come during that 
week to stand guard at the chapel door. I’d have to get a 
revolver brought in to me at visiting time. The police-thief 
wouldn’t mind being what he’d call forced to knock on the 
door leading out of the chapel: this gave on to a little guard- 
room with four or at the most six men in it. Surprised by us, 
threatened with the revolver, they couldn’t stop us getting out 
into the street. And then all you’d have to do would be to lose 
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yourself in the traffic, which was pretty dense just there. 

I didn’t much care for the scheme. If the revolver had to 
be hidden, it couldn’t be a very big one — a 6.35 at the most. 
With a gun like that there was the danger the guards wouldn’t 
be frightened enough. Or one of them might turn awkward 
and you’d have to kill him. I said no. 

I wasn’t the only one to be on fire to do something: there 
were my friends too. But there was this difference. After a 
few days of being very low they came round to accepting the 
idea that the boat coming for us should find us here in the 
prison. There was no great distance between that and accepting 
defeat. They even talked about what we might get in the way 
of punishment back in Guiana, and how we’d be treated there. 

‘The very sound of all this crap makes me sick,’ I said. ‘If 
you want to talk about that sort of future, do it without me: 
go and discuss it somewhere where I’m not. Only a eunuch 
would put up with what you call our fate. Are you eunuchs? 
Is there one of us who’s had his balls cut off? If so, just let 
me know, will you? Because I’1] tell you what, mates: when 
I think of a break out of here, I think of a break for us all. If 
my brain’s bursting with trying to work out just how to set 
about getting out, it’s because I mean us all to get out. And 
six men — it’s not so easy. And Ill tell you something more: 
as far as I’m concerned — just me — it’s easy. If I see the date 
coming too close and nothing done, I kill a Colombian cop to 
gain time. They won’t hand me back to France if I’ve killed 
one of their cops for them. Then I'l] have time and to spare. 
And as I'll be alone, a break will be all the easier.’ 

The Colombians worked out another scheme, not at all badly 
put together. At mass on Sunday morning the chapel was 
always full of visitors and prisoners. First everybody heard 
mass together, and then when the service was over the pris- 
oners who had visitors stayed on in the chapel. The Colombians 
asked me to go to mass on Sunday to get a thorough idea of 
how it was run, so that we could plan our action for the 
following week. They asked me to lead the revolt. But I refused 
the honour: I didn’t know the men who were to take part well 
enough. 

I said that of the four Frenchmen, the Breton and the flat-iron 
man didn’t want to join. No difficulty there. All they had to 
do was not to go to church. On Sunday the four of us who 
were in the plot would go to mass. The chapel was rectangular: 
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the choir at the far end: a door at either side giving on to the 
two yards. The main door opened into the guard-room: it had 
bars, and behind the bars there were a score of warders. And 
lastly, behind them, there was the gate into the street. As the 
chapel was crammed, the warders left the barred door open, 
and while the service was going on they stood there in a 
tight-packed line. Two men were to come in with the visitors; 
and weapons were to be brought in at the same time. They 
were to be brought by women, carrying them between their 
legs: they would pass them on to the men once everybody was 
inside. Two heavy revolvers — 38 or 45. A woman would give 
one to the leader of the plot and then get out right away. The 
moment the choir boy tinkled his little bell the second time 
we were all to attack together. I was to put a huge knife to 
the governor’s throat and say, ‘Don Gregorio, da la orden de 
nos dejar pasar, si no, te mato (give the order to let us pass 
or I will kill you).’ 

Another man was to do the same to the priest. From different 
angles the three others were to train their guns on the warders 
standing at the barred main door of the chapel. Orders to shoot 
the first screw who wouldn’t throw down his weapons. The 
unarmed men were to get out first. The priest and the governor 
would act as a shield for the rearguard. If all went well, the 
warders’ rifles would be on the ground. The men with guns 
were to make the warders go into the chapel. We’d get out, 
first closing the barred door and then the wooden one. The 
guard-room would be empty, because all the men were 
required to be standing there in the chapel, hearing mass. Fifty 
yards from the entrance there would be a lorry waiting, with 
a little ladder behind to get in quicker. It would set off only 
when the leader had got in. He was to be the last. When I had 
seen how the mass went, I agreed. Everything had happened 
just as Fernando had told me. 

Joseph Dega was not to come and see me on Sunday. He 
knew why. He was to get us a car disguised as a taxi so we 
shouldn’t have to get into the lorry, and it would take us to a 
hide-out that he was also going to get ready. I was all keyed up 
the whole week, impatient to get moving. Fernando managed to 
get a revolver in by another route. It was a Colombian Civil 
Guard 45, a really formidable weapon. On Thursday one of 
Joseph’s women came to see me. She was very sweet; she 
told me the taxi would be yellow — we couldn’t miss it. 
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‘OK. Thanks.’ 
‘Good luck.’ She kissed me prettily on both cheeks and it 
seemed to me she was quite moved. 


‘Entra, entra. Come in and fill this chapel, to hear God’s 
word,’ said the priest. 

Clousiot could scarcely hold himself in. Maturette’s eyes 
were sparkling and the other man kept right there by me, not 
an inch away. I was perfectly calm as I went to my place. 
Don Gregorio, the governor, was there, sitting on a chair next 
to a fat woman. I was standing against the wall. Clousiot on 
my right: the two others on my left, dressed so that people 
wouldn’t notice us if we managed to get out into the street. 
My knife was open and ready, lying along my right forearm. 
It was held by a strong rubber band and hidden by the sleeve 
of my khaki shirt, carefully buttoned at the wrist. It is at the 
moment of the elevation, when everyone bends his head as 
though he were looking for something, that the choir-boy, 
having in the first place jangled his little bell, then clinks it 
three distinct times. The second of these was to be our signal. 
Each of us knew just what he was to do. 

First clink: second ... I flung myself upon Don Gregorio 
and clapped the big knife to his long, wrinkled neck. The priest 
shrieked, ‘Misericordia, no me mata (Don’t kill me, for pity’s 
sake).” Without seeing them, I could hear the three others 
ordering the warders to throw down their rifles. Everything 
was going well. I took Don Gregorio by the collar of his fine 
suit and said, ‘Sigua y no tengas miedo, no te haré dao 
(Follow me and don’t be afraid: I'll do you no harm).’ 

The priest was held there with a razor to his throat, close 
to my group. Fernando said, ‘Vamos, Francés, vamos a la 
salida (Let’s go, Frenchman. Let’s get out).’ 

Full of triumph and the joy of success I was shoving all my 
people towards the gate giving on to the street when two rifles 
went off at once. Fernando fell and so did one of the other 
armed men. I still pushed on for another yard, but the warders 
had recovered and they barred our way with their rifles. Fortu- 
nately there were some women between them and us — that 
prevented them from firing. Two other rifle shots, followed 
by one from a revolver. Our third armed man had been killed, 
having just had time to fire once, more or less at random, for 
it was a girl he wounded. Pale as death, Don Gregorio said to 
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me, ‘Give me the knife’. I handed it to him. There was no 
point in going on. In under thirty seconds the whole situation 
had been reversed. 

More than a week later I learnt that the revolt failed because 
of a prisoner from the other yard who had been watching the 
mass from outside. The moment things began he told the 
sentries on the high walk. They jumped down from the twenty- 
foot wall into the yard, one this side of the chapel and one 
the other, and through the bars of the side doors they shot the 
two men standing on a bench and covering the warders. Then 
a few seconds later they shot the third as he moved through 
their field of fire. After that there: was a terrific hulla-balloo. 
For my part I stayed beside the governor, who was shouting 
orders. Sixteen of us, including the four Frenchmen, ended up 
in irons in the black-hole, on bread and water. 

Joseph went to see Don Gregorio. The governor sent for 
me and said that as a favour to him he was going to put me 
back in the yard with my friends. Thanks to Joseph we were 
all of us, including the Colombians, in the yard once more 
after ten days, and in the same cell. When we got there I asked 
everyone to pay Fernando and his two dead friends the tribute 
of a few moments’ silence. When Joseph came to see me, he 
told me he had passed the hat round among all the ponces, 
who contributed the five thousand pesos he had managed to 
persuade Don Gregorio with. This gesture raised the ponces 
in our esteem. 

What was to be done now? What fresh ideas were there? 
For after all I was not going to give in and just wait for the 
coming of the boat without trying to do something about it. 

Lying there in the wash-house, sheltering from the blazing 
sun, I could watch the sentries on their beat without being 
noticed. At night, every ten minutes, each one in turn called 
out ‘Sentries, keep watch!’ In this way the man in command 
could check if any one of the four was asleep. If one didn’t 
answer, the other went on with his shout until he did. 

I thought I’d found a crack in the system. At each of the 
boxes that stood at the four corners of the high walk, a tin 
hung by a string. When the sentry wanted some coffee he 
would call the cafetero, who would pour two or three cups 
into the can. All the sentry had to do was to pull it up by the 
string. Now the box on the far right had a kind of little tower 
that jutted out somewhat over the yard. It occurred to me that 
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if I could make a fair-sized grapnel and fix it to a plaited rope, 
it should catch there easily. In a few seconds I could get over 
the wall and into the street. Just one problem — coping with 
the sentry. How? 

I saw him get up and take a few steps on the high wall. He 
looked as though he was overcome by the heat — struggling 
to keep awake. God above, that was it! He’d have to be put 
to sleep. First I’?d make my rope, and then, if I could find a 
safe hook, I’d dope him and make a dash for it. Two days 
later I had about twenty feet of rope, made from all the strong 
linen shirts we could find, particularly the khaki ones. The 
hook had been fairly easy to come by. It was the thing that 
held up one of the metal eaves sheltering the cell doors from 
the rain. Joseph Dega brought me a bottle of a very strong 
sleeping-draught. The instructions said you were only to take 
ten drops at a time. The bottle held about six big spoonfuls. 
I got the sentry used to me giving him coffee. He would lower 
the can and I would send him up three coffees every time. As 
all Colombians love spirits and as the sleeping-draught tasted 
something like anis, I had a bottle of anis sent in. 

I said to the sentry, “Would you like a French coffee?’ 

“What’s it like?’ 

‘It’s got anis in it.’ 

‘I'll try. Let’s taste it first.’ 

Several of them tasted my coffee with anis in it and now, 
when I offered them a cup, they’d say, ‘French coffee!’ 

‘All right,’ and slosh, I’d pour in the anis. 

Zero-hour came round. Noon, on a Saturday. A terrible heat 
was beating down. My friends knew it would be impossible 
for two to get over in time, but a Colombian with an Arabic 
name, Ali, said he’d come up behind me. I agreed. That would 
prevent any Frenchman from looking like an accomplice and 
therefore being punished. On the other hand, I couldn’t have 
the rope and the hook on me, because the sentry would have 
plenty of time to inspect me while I was sending him up the 
coffee. We reckoned he’d be knocked out in five minutes. 

Zero-hour less five minutes. I hailed the sentry. ‘OK?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Like a coffee?’ 

“Yes. French coffee — it’s better.’ 

‘Just a minute. I'l] fetch some.’ I went over to the cafetero. 
‘Two coffees.’ I'd already poured the whole bottle of sleeping- 
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stuff into the can. That’d stretch him out pretty flat! I went to 
the wall just under him, and he saw me pouring the anis in 
with a flourish. ‘You want it strong?’ 

“Yes.” 

I put in a little more and poured the whole lot into his can: 
he hauled it up straight away. 

Five minutes went by. Ten, fifteen, twenty minutes! And 
still he wasn’t asleep. Worse still, instead of sitting down 
he took a few paces to and fro, holding his rifle. Yet he had 
drunk the lot. And at one o’clock the guard would be 
changed. 

On tenterhooks, I watched his every movement. There was 
nothing to show he was drugged at all. Ha, he’d stumbled! He 
sat down in front of his sentry-box with his rifle between his 
legs. His head drooped on to his shoulder. My friends and the 
two or three Colombians who knew what was up watched his 
motions as intently as I did. 

‘Go ahead,’ I said to the Colombian. ‘The rope!’ 

He was getting ready to throw it when the guard stood up, 
dropped his rifle, stretched, and stamped as though he were 
marking time. The Colombian stopped just before he was seen. 
Eighteen minutes left before the changing of the guard. Now, 
in my mind, I began calling for God’s help. ‘I beg You to 
help me just once more. I beg You not to abandon me!’ But 
it was in vain I called on this God of the Christians, so awkward 
sometimes, particularly for me, an atheist. 

‘It’s unbelievable,’ said Clousiot, coming close. ‘It’s unbe- 
lievable the bloody fool doesn’t go to sleep!’ 

The sentry went to pick up his rifle, and just as he was 
bending over it he fell his full length on the walk, as though 
he had been struck down. The Colombian flung the hook, but 
it did not take and it fell back again. He threw it up a second 
time. It held. He tugged to see if it was firm. I checked it and 
just as I got my feet against the wall to take the first heave 
and start climbing Clousiot said, ‘Hold it! Here’s the new 
guard.’ 

I just had time to get away before I was seen. With the 
protective instinct and spirit of solidarity you find among pris- 
oners, a dozen Colombians quickly surrounded me, mixing me 
in their crowd. We walked away along the wall, leaving the 
rope hanging there. A man in the new guard caught sight of 
the grapnel and at the same moment the unconscious sentry 
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lying over his rifle. He ran two or three yards and pressed the 
alarm, convinced there’d been an escape. 

They came for the unconscious man with a stretcher. There 
were more than twenty police up there on the walk. There was 
Don Gregorio with them, having the rope hauled up. He had 
the grapnel in his hand. A few moments later the yard was 
surrounded by police, their guns pointing. There was a roll-call. 
After answering to his name, each man had to go back into 
his cell. Surprise! No one missing! Everyone was locked in, 
each in his own cell. 

Second roll-call and check, cell by cell. No. Nobody had 
disappeared. At about three o’clock we were let out into the 
yard again. We heard that the sentry was still snoring, flat out, 
and nothing they could do would wake him. My Colombian 
accomplice was as shattered as I was. He had been so sure it 
was going to work! He raged against everything American, 
for the sleeping-draught had come from the States. 

“What’s to be clone?’ 

“Why, start again, hombre!’ That’s all I could find to say 
to him. He thought I meant ‘start doping another sentry’, 
whereas what I was thinking was, ‘Let’s find some other 
way’. 

He said, ‘Do you think these warders are such simpletons 
that you’ll find another to drink your French coffee?’ 

Although this was a tragic moment, I could not help laugh- 
ing. ‘Sure, man, sure.’ 

The sentry slept three days and four nights. When at last 
he woke up, of course he said it was certainly me who had 
put him out with my French coffee. Don Gregorio sent for me 
and brought us face to face. The commander of the guard went 
to hit me with his sword. I leapt into a corner and defied him. 
He raised the sabre. Don Gregorio stepped between us, took 
the blow full on his shoulder and went down. His collarbone 
was broken. He screamed so loud the officer had no time for 
any one but him. He picked him up. Don Gregorio roared for 
help. All the civilian employees came racing in from the nearby 
offices. The commander, two other policemen and the sentry 
in question had a pitched battle against a dozen civilians who 
were trying to avenge their governor. Several men were 
slightly wounded in this tangana. The only one not to be hurt 
was me. The great thing was, this was no longer my business 
but one between the governor and the officer. The governor 
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was carried off to hospital, and his substitute took me back to 
the yard. ‘We’ll see about you later, Francés.’ 

The next day the governor, with his shoulder in plaster, 
asked me for a written statement against the officer. I said 
everything he wanted, with pleasure. The story of the sleeping- 
draught was completely forgotten. They were no longer inter- 
ested in it — a bit of luck for me. 

A few days went by and then Joseph Dega suggested he 
should set up a break from the outside. I told him escaping at 
night was impossible because of the lighting-up of the top of 
the wall, so he looked for some way of shutting off the current. 
Thanks to an electrician, he found it — he could throw over a 
switch on a transformer outside the prison. All I had to do 
was to buy the sentry on the street side and the one in the 
yard, at the chapel door. There was more to it than we had 
thought. To begin with I had to persuade Don Gregorio to let 
me have ten thousand pesos — the pretext was I wanted to 
send them to my family by way of Joseph. And of course I 
had to ‘force’ him to accept two thousand pesos to buy a 
present for his wife. Then when I had put my finger on the 
man who arranged the guards’ rota and their times, I had to 
buy him too. He had three thousand pesos, but he wouldn’t 
take any part in the negotiations with the other two sentries. 
It was up to me to find them and arrange the deal with them. 
Then I was to tell him their names and he would give them 
the guard-duty I said. 

The preparations for this fresh break took me more than a 
month. At last everything was fixed. Since we didn’t have to 
worry about the sentry in the yard, we’d cut the bars with a 
hacksaw in its proper frame. I had three blades. I told the 
grapnel-Colombian. He was going to cut his bar by stages. 
The night of the break one of his friends, who had been acting 
mad for some time, would bang on a piece of zinc and howl 
as loud as ever he could. The Colombian knew the sentry had 
only consented to a deal for the escape of two Frenchmen and 
that he had said if a third man came up the wall, he’d fire. 
Nevertheless he wanted to have a go, and he said if we climbed 
up right close to one another in the darkness the sentry couldn’t 
see whether it was one man or two. Clousiot and Maturette 
drew lots for which should go with me. It was Clousiot who 
won. 

The dark of the moon came round. The sergeant and the 
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two sentries had received the halves of the note due to each. 
This time I didn’t have to cut them — they were in two already. 
They were to go and fetch the other halves in the Barrio Chino, 
at the house where Joseph Dega’s woman lived. 

The lights went out. We set about the bar. It was sawn 
through in under ten minutes. We left the cell, wearing dark 
shirts and trousers. As we went the Colombian joined us. Apart 
from a black slip he was completely naked. Reaching the wall, 
I climbed the bars of the gate of the calabozo (cell or prison), 
got round the overhanging cave and threw the grapnel with 
its three yards of rope. In under three minutes I was up on the 
sentry’s walk without having made a sound. Lying there flat 
I waited for Clousiot. The night was pitch dark. Suddenly I 
saw or rather sensed a hand reaching up; I caught hold and 
heaved. Instantly there was a terrifying noise. Clousiot had 
climbed between the cave and the wall and had got caught: it 
was the top of his trousers hooked up in the metal. At the 
sound IJ stopped pulling, of course. The metallic row stopped. 
Once more I heaved, thinking Clousiot must have got free, 
and in the midst of the shattering din of this zinc sheet I hoisted 
him up by main force on to the top of the wall. 

Rifle-fire from the other sentries, but not from ours. Badly 
rattled by the shots we jumped in the wrong place, down into 
a street that was thirty feet below whereas to the right there 
was one with a drop of only fifteen. Result: Clousiot broke 
his right leg again. I couldn’t get up either — both my feet 
were broken. Later I was told it was the heel bones. As for 
the Colombian, he put his knee out. The rifle fire brought the 
guard out into the street. We were surrounded with rifles 
pointing at us, under the light of a big electric torch. I wept 
with fury. To add to it all, the guards would not believe I 
couldn’t get up. So it was on my knees, crawling as they 
banged me with their bayonets, that I went back into the 
prison. Clousiot hopped on one foot, and the Colombian did 
the same. My head was bleeding horribly from a blow with a 
rifle-butt. 

The firing had woken Don Gregorio, who was sleeping in 
his office, being on duty that night, luckily for us. If it hadn’t 
been for him they would have finished us off with their rifle- 
butts and bayonets. The one who battered me most savagely 
was that very sergeant I’d paid for laying on the two sentries. 
Don Gregorio put an end to this massacre. He threatened to 
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bring them before the courts if they hurt us seriously. These 
magic words quite took away their strength. 

The next day Clousiot’s leg was put in plaster at the hospital. 
A bone-setter doing time with us put the Colombian’s knee 
back and strapped it. During the night my feet swelled until 
they were the size of my head, all red and black with blood 
and extraordinarily puffy: the doctor had my feet bathed in 
luke-warm salt water and then put leeches to them three times 
a day. When they were full of blood the leeches dropped off 
of themselves and they were put into vinegar to make them 
bring it up again. The wound in my head needed six stitches. 

A journalist who was short of news brought out an article 
about me. He said I was the leader of the rising in the church, 
that I had ‘poisoned’ a sentry, and that now I had organized 
a mass break, with outside accomplices, for sure, since the 
whole district’s light had been cut off by someone tampering 
with the transformer. ‘Let us hope that France will rid us of 
her number one gangster as soon as possible,’ he ended. 

Joseph came to see me, bringing his wife Annie. The ser- 
geant and the three guards had all come separately for the 
other halves of their notes. Annie asked me what she ought 
to do. I said to pay, since they had kept their word. Our failure 
wasn’t their fault. 

For a week now they had been trundling me about the yard 
in an iron wheelbarrow — it acted as my bed. I lay there, with 
my feet high, resting on a band cf cloth fixed to two uprights 
on the shafts. It was the only possible position, if I didn’t want 
to suffer too much. My huge, swollen feet, stiff with clotted 
blood, could not bear their own weight, even when I was lying 
down. In my barrow I felt it somewhat less. A fortnight after 
I broke them they had come down to half their size and I was 
X-rayed. The two heel bones were broken. I’d be flat-footed 
for the rest of my days. 

Today’s paper said the boat that was coming for us would 
arrive at the end of the month, bringing an escort of French 
police. The paper said she was called the Mana. It was 12 
October. We had eighteen days Jeft and we had to play our 
last card. But what card could we play with my broken feet? 

Joseph was in despair. When he came to see me he told me 
all the Frenchmen and all the women in the Barrio Chino were 
terribly upset at the idea that I was within a few days of being 
handed over to the French authorities, having struggled so for 
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my freedom. The whole colony was deeply concerned about 
my fate. It was a great comfort to me to know all these men 
and their women were spiritually with me. 

I’d quite given up my plan of killing a Colombian cop. In 
fact I could not bring myself to do away with the life of a 
man who had not hurt me in any way. It occurred to me he 
might have a father or a mother to keep — a wife and children. 
I smiled at the idea of having to find an evil-natured policeman 
who also had no family. For example, I might have to ask, ‘If 
I murder you, is there really nobody who will miss you?’ That 
morning of 13 October I had the blues very badly. I stared at 
some crystallized picric acid that was supposed to give me 
jaundice if I ate it. If I were sent to hospital maybe I could 
get myself taken out of it by men in Joseph’s pay. The next 
day, the fourteenth, I was yellower than a lemon. Don Gregorio 
came to see me in the yard: I was in the shade, half lying in 
my barrow with my feet in the air. Straight away, without any 
precautions, I went to the point. ‘Have me sent to hospital and 
there’s ten thousand pesos in it for you.’ 

‘Frenchman, I'll try. No, not so much for the ten thousand 
pesos, but because it really grieves me to see you struggling 
so for your freedom, and all in vain. Only I don’t think they’ ll 
keep you there, because of that article in the paper. They’ ll 
be afraid.’ 

One hour later the doctor sent me to the hospital. I didn’t 
even touch the ground there. I was taken out of the ambulance 
on a stretcher, and after a very careful examination of my 
body and my urine I went right back to prison two hours later, 
without ever having got off my stretcher. 

Now it was the nineteenth, a Thursday. Joseph’s wife Annie 
came to see me, together with the wife of a Corsican. They 
brought cigarettes and some cakes and sweets. With their affec- 
tionate conversation these women did me an immense amount 
of good. The sight of their pure friendship, the loveliest of 
things, really turned this bitter day into a sunlit afternoon. I 
can never say how much good the solidarity of the underworld 
did me during my stay in the prison called Eighty. Nor how 
much I owe Joseph Dega, who went so far as to risk his 
freedom and his position to help me to escape. 

But something Annie said gave me an idea. As we were 
talking she said. ‘Papillon dear, you’ve done everything 
humanly possible to get free. Fate’s been very hard on you. 
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The only thing you haven’t done is to blow Eighty sky high!’ 

‘And why not? Why shouldn't I blow up this old prison? 
It would be doing these Colombians a-kindness. If I blow it 
up, perhaps they’ll make up their minds to build a new, more 
sanitary place.’ 

I said farewell for ever to these charming young women, 
and as I embraced them IJ said to Annie, ‘Tell Joseph to come 
and see me on Sunday.’ 

On Sunday the 22nd, Joseph was there. ‘Look, you’ve got 
to move heaven and earth to get someone to bring me in a 
stick of dynamite, a detonator and a fuse on Thursday. On my 
side I’ll do the necessary to get a drill and three brickpiercers.’ 

‘What are you going to do?’ 

‘I’m going to blow up the prison wall in full daylight. 
Promise the fake cab we talked about five thousand pesos. Let 
it be in the street behind the Calle Medellin every day from 
eight in the morning till six at night. He’ll get five hundred 
pesos a day if nothing happens and five thousand if it does. 
I?ll come with a strong Colombian carrying me on his back, 
through the hole the dynamite makes in the wall as far as the 
taxi — then it’s up to him. If the fake cab is OK, send in the 
stick: if not, well that’s the end -- the very end, and no more 
hope.’ 

‘Count on me,” said Joseph. 

At five o’clock I had myself carried into the chapel. I said 
I wanted to pray alone. They took me there. I asked for Don 
Gregorio to come and see me. He came. 

‘Hombre, it’s only a week now before you leave me.’ 

‘That’s why I asked you to come. You are holding fifteen 
thousand pesos of mine. I want to give them to my friend 
before I go so he can send them to my family. Please accept 
three thousand. I offer it to you sincerely, because you’ ve 
always protected me from ill-treatment by the soldiers. And 
it would be kind if you gave me the money today, with a roll 
of sticky paper so I can fix them by Thursday and hand them 
over all in one piece.’ 

‘Right.’ 

He came back and gave me twelve thousand pesos, still cut 
in halves. He kept three thousand. Back in my wheelbarrow I 
called the Colombian over into a quiet corner — the Colombian 
who’d gone with me last time. [ told him my scheme and 
asked if he felt he was strong enough to carry me piggy-back 
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the twenty or thirty yards to the taxi. He solemnly undertook 
to do so. So that was OK. I was carrying on as though I 
was sure Joseph would succeed. I stationed myself under the 
wash-house early on Monday morning, and Maturette (he and 
Clousiot always acted as chauffeurs for my barrow) went to 
fetch the sergeant I’d given the three thousand pesos to and 
who’d bashed me so savagely at the time of the last escape. 

‘Sergeant Lopez, I’ve got to talk to you.’ 

“What do you want?’ 

‘For two thousand pesos I want a very strong three-speed 
drill and six brick piercers. Two quarter-inch, two half-inch 
and two three-quarter inch.’ 

‘I’ve no money to buy them with.’ 

‘Here’s five hundred pesos.’ 

“You'll have them tomorrow, Tuesday, at the changing of 
the guard — one o’clock. Get two thousand pesos ready.’ 

At one o’clock on Tuesday I had the lot in an empty tin in 
the yard, a paper bin that was emptied at the changing of the 
guard. Pablo, the tough Colombian, collected them and hid 
them. 

On Thursday the 26th, no Joseph. Just at the end of the 
visiting hour I was called. It was an old, deeply wrinkled 
Frenchman: Joseph’s messenger. ‘What you asked for is in 
this loaf of bread.’ 

‘Here’s the taxi’s two thousand pesos. Five hundred for 
each day.’ 

‘The driver’s an old Peruvian, as game as a fighting-cock 
— you don’t have to worry about him. Ciao.’ 

‘Ciao.’ 

So that the loaf shouldn’t attract notice, they’d put cigarettes, 
matches, smoked sausage, salami, butter and a bottle of black 
oil into the big paper bag. When it was being searched I gave 
the guard on the door a packet of cigarettes, some matches 
and two little sausages. He said, ‘Let’s have a bit of that bread.’ 

That really would have been the last straw. ‘No. You’ll have 
to buy bread. Look, here’s five pesos — there wouldn’t be 
enough here for all six of us.’ 

Christ, that was a near shave. What a fool to have thought 
of sausages! The wheelbarrow hurried away from that blunder- 
ing ox of a guard at full speed. His asking for bread had so 
taken me aback I was still in a cold sweat. 

‘The fireworks are for tomorrow. Everything’s here, Pablo. 
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The hole’s got to be made just under the overhang of the little 
tower. Then the sentry up there won’t be able to see you.’ 

“But he’ll hear.’ 

‘I’ve taken care of that. At ten o’clock tomorrow that side 
of the yard will be in the shade. One of the metal-workers 
must flatten a sheet of copper, hammering it against the wall 
a few yards from us, out in the open. If there are two of them, 
so much the better. I'll give them five hundred pesos each. 
Find me two men for the job.’ 

He found them. ‘Two friends of mine are going to beat 
copper non-stop. The sentry won’t be able to make out the 
sound of the drill. But you’ll have to be there in your barrow 
just beyond the overhang, talking with the other Frenchmen. 
That’ll hide me a little from the sentry in the opposite corner.’ 

In an hour’s time the hole was made. Thanks to the hammer- 
ing of the copper and the oil an assistant poured on to the 
drill, the sentry never suspected a thing. The stick of dynamite 
was rammed into the hole together with its detonator and nine 
inches of fuse. The rest of the hole was stuffed with clay. We 
stood back. If all went well the explosion would blow a hole 
in the wall. The sentry and his sentry-box would come down 
and I, riding Pablo, would get through the gap and reach the 
taxi. The others would do the best they could on their own. It 
was reasonable that even if they came out after us, Clousiot 
and Maturette would reach the taxi first. 

Just before lighting the fuse Pablo said to a group of Colom- 
bians, ‘If you want to make a break, there’Il be a hole in the 
wall in a few moments.’ 

‘Fine. Because the police’ll come running and shoot the 
ones behind — the ones that stand out most.’ 

The fuse was lit. A shattering crash shook the whole district. 
The little tower came down with the sentry on top of it. There 
were great cracks all over the wall, so wide you could see the 
street through them: but not one was wide enough for a man. 
No real gap had been made, and it was then — only then — 
that I admitted I was beaten. It was clearly my fate to go back 
to Guiana. 

An indescribable turmoil followed this explosion. There 
were more than fifty police in the yard. Don Gregorio knew 
very well who was responsible. ‘Bueno, Francés. This time is 
the very last, I believe.’ 

The commander of the garrison was out of his mind with 
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fury. He couldn’t give orders to strike a wounded man lying 
there in a wheelbarrow; and so as to prevent trouble for anyone 
else I called out that I’d done the whole thing myself, quite 
alone. Six warders in front of the shattered wall, six in the 
yard and six outside in the street: they stood guard there right 
round the clock until builders had repaired it. The sentry who 
came down with the tower had had the good luck not to be 
hurt. 


Back to Guiana 


Three days later, at eleven o’clock on the morning of 30 
October, twelve French warders, dressed in white, came to 
take possession of us. Before we left there was a little official 
ceremony — each of us had to be checked and identified. They’d 
brought our measurements, finger-prints, photos and all the 
rest of it. Once the identification was over, the French consul 
came forward to sign a paper for the local judge — he being 
the person who was to officially hand us over to France. All 
the people there were astonished at the friendly way the screws 
treated us. No harshness, no rough words. The three who had 
been there longer than us knew several of them and talked 
and joked with them like old friends. Major Boural, the leader 
of the escort, inquired into my condition: he looked at my feet 
and said I’d be taken care of on board — there was a good 
medical orderly in the group that had come to fetch us. 

We travelled right down in the hold, and the voyage in this 
old tub was made really unpleasant by the stifling heat and 
the awkwardness of being coupled two by two in leg-irons 
that went right back to the days of the Toulon prison-hulks. 
There was only one incident worth recording. The boat had 
to coal at Trinidad: when we were in the harbour an English 
officer insisted upon our irons being taken off. Apparently it 
was forbidden to have men chained on board a ship. I took 
advantage of this to slap another English inspector. I was 
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hoping to be arrested and taken off the boat. The officer said, 
‘I shan’t arrest you or put you on shore for the serious crime 
you’ ve just committed. You’ll be punished far worse by being 
taken back to Guiana.’ 

All that trouble for nothing. No: it was clear I was fated to 
go back to penal. It was sad, but these eleven months of 
escape, of whole-hearted effort of every kind, were coming to 
a miserable end. And yet in spite of everything, in spite of the 
resounding failure of all these adventures, this return to penal 
with all its bitter consequences could not wipe out the unforget- 
table moments I had lived through. 

Not far from this port of Trinidad we had just left, only a 
few miles away, there lived the wonderful Bowen family. We 
sailed by at no great distance from Curagao, the country of 
that great man who was the bishop of those parts, Irénée de 
Bruyne. And we must also have been very close to the Goajira 
Indians’ territory, where I had come to know the purest, most 
passionate love in its most natural and spontaneous form. 
Among those Indian women, so full of spirit and so rich in 
understanding, uncomplicated love and purity, I had found all 
the clear-sightedness of children and the direct way of viewing 
things that marks that privileged age. 

And then those lepers of Pigeon Island! Those wretched 
convicts, infected by that horrible disease, who had neverthe- 
less been noble enough to help us — who had found such 
splendid strength in their hearts! 

And then there was the Belgian. consul, with his spontaneous 
kindness: and Joseph Dega, who, without being a friend of 
mine, had risked so much to help me! It was worth having 
made this break for the people, the human beings it had brought 
me into contact with. Although it had failed, my escape had 
been a victory, merely by having enriched my heart with the 
friendship of these wonderful people. No, I was not sorry I 
had done it. 


Here was the Maroni and its muddy waters. We were on 
the Mana’s deck. The tropical sun had already begun to scorch 
the earth: it was nine in the morring. I saw the estuary again. 
We were slowly coming in again just where I had gone down 
so fast. My friends did not say a word. The warders were glad 
to be back. During the voyage the sea had been rough and 
now many of them were happy to get away from it. 
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16 November 1934 


An extraordinarily dense crowd at the landing-stage. You could 
feel they were full of curiosity to see these men who had not 
been afraid of going such a distance. And as the day of our 
arrival was a Sunday, it also provided a diversion for this 
community that didn’t have so very much in that line. I heard 
people say, ‘The wounded one is Papillon. There’s Clousiot. 
The one behind is Maturette .. .” And so on. 

Inside the prison enclosure, six hundred men were lined up 
in groups in front of their huts. Warders next to each group. 
The first man I recognized was Francois Sierra. He was weep- 
ing openly, without attempting to hide his tears. He was 
perched up at one of the windows of the infirmary, watching 
me. You could fee] that his sorrow was genuine. We stopped 
in the middle of the square. The governor took a megaphone. 
‘Transportees, you see how pointless it is to escape. Every 
country arrests you and hands you back to France. Nobody 
wants you. So it’s better to stay quietly here and behave prop- 
erly. What have these five men in store for them? A heavy 
sentence that they’]] have to serve in the solitary-confinement 
prison on the Ile Saint-Joseph and then, for the rest of their 
time, life internment on the islands. That’s what they have 
gained by escaping. I hope you get the point. Warders, take 
these men to the punishment block.’ 

A few minutes later there we were in a special cell in the 
high-security wing. As soon as we got there I asked for my 
feet to be attended to — they were still very bruised and swollen. 
Clousiot said the plaster on his leg was hurting. We were 
trying it on ... if only they’d send us to hospital! Francois 
Sierra appeared with his warder. 

‘Here’s the orderly,’ said the screw. 

‘How are you, Papi?’ 

‘I’m sick: I want to go to hospital.’ 

‘T’ll try and get you in, but after what you did when you 
were there last, I’m afraid it’s almost impossible. The same 
goes for Clousiot.’ He massaged my feet and put on ointment: 
he checked Clousict’s plaster and then went away. We couldn’t 
say anything because the screws were there, but his eyes 
expressed such good will that I was deeply moved. 
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‘No, there’s nothing to be done,’ he told me the next day 
as he was massaging me again. ‘Do you want me to get you 
into the big room? Are you put in irons at night?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Then it’s better you should go into the big room. You’ll 
have the irons on still, but at least you won’t be alone. And 
just now being alone must be horrible for you.’ 

‘Right.’ 

Yes, at this moment loneliness was even harder to stand 
than before. I was in such a state of mind that I didn’t even 
have to close my eyes to fly away and wander both in the past 
and the present. And as I couldn’t walk, the punishment cell 
was even worse for me than it had been formerly. 

Oh, here I was back on the road down the drain all right! 
And yet I had been able to get shot of it quick enough, and 
there I had been, flying over the sea towards freedom, towards 
the delight of being a new man, and towards my revenge, too. 
The debt those three owed me — Polein, police and prosecutor: 
I mustn’t forget that. As for the trunk, there’d be no need to 
hand it to the flats on the gate at the Police Judiciaire. I’d go 
as a Cook’s man with the company’s elegant cap on my head. 
A big label on the trunk: Commissionaire Divisionnaire Benoit, 
36, quai des Orfévres a Paris (Seine). I'd carry the trunk up 
to the orderly-room myself, and as I should have worked out 
that the alarm-clock wouldn’t go off till I had left, it could 
not miss. The finding of this solution took a great weight off 
my mind. As for the prosecuting counsel, I had time and to 
spare to rip out his tongue. I had not decided quite how I 
should do it; but it was as gocd as done. That prostituted 
tongue, I’d tear it out bit by bit. 

The very first thing to be done was to get my feet right. I 
must be able to walk as soon as. possible. It would be three 
months before I came up for trial, and lots of things could 
happen in three months. One month to be able to walk again, 
one month to fix things, and then farewell, gentlemen. All 
aboard for British Honduras. But this time no one would be 
able to get their hands on me. 

Yesterday, three days after our coming back, I was carried 
into the big room. There were forty men there, all waiting to 
be court-martialled. Some accused of theft, some of robbery, 
arson, manslaughter, attempted manslaughter, murder, 
attempted escape, escape and even cannibalism. There were 
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twenty of us on either side of the wooden sleeping platform, 
and we were all fastened to the same iron bar, more than 
fifteen yards long. At six in the evening, each man’s left foot 
was attached to the bar by an iron shackle. At six in the 
morning these big rings were taken off and all day long we 
were allowed to sit about, play draughts, walk and talk in what 
they called the alley, a kind of passage two yards wide that 
ran the whole length of the room. During the day I had no 
time to get bored. Everybody came to see me, in little groups, 
so as to hear about the break. They all cried out that I was 
crazy, when I told them how I had left my Goajira tribe and 
Lali and Zoraima, of my own free will. 

“What was it you were after, mate?’ asked a Parisian as he 
listened to the story. ‘Trams? Lifts? Cinemas? Electric light 
and high tension current to work an electric chair? Or did you 
want to have a bathe in the Place Pigalle fountain? You get 
yourself two broads, each better turned than the other, you 
live with nothing on right out on the edge of the sea with a 
crowd of nudists, you’ve got grub, you’ve got drink, and you 
can hunt; you’ve got the sea, the sun and the warm sand; even 
the pearls in the oysters are yours just for the asking, and you 
can’t find anything better to do than to give it all up — for 
what? Tell me that. So as to have to cross the street at a run, 
not to be knocked down by the cars, to have to pay rent, pay 
a tailor, pay electricity and telephone bills, and push a barrow 
if you want a car or work like a square for some boss to make 
just enough not to die of starvation? I don’t understand you, 
man. You’re in heaven, and you come back to hell, where 
you’ve not only got all the ordinary bleeding worries of life 
but you’ve also got to watch out for all the cops in creation, 
they being right after you? Fair enough, you’re fresh out from 
France and you haven’t had time to see your brains and guts 
all leak away: with my ten years of penal, I can’t understand 
you any more. But still, you’re welcome here with us, and as 
you'll certainly mean to have another go, you can count on 
all of us to help you. Isn’t that right, mates? You all agree?’ 

Every guy there agreed, and I thanked them all. 

They were formidable characters; I could see that right 
away. Since we lived together so closely it was difficult for 
anyone not to let it be known whether he had a charger or 
not. And at night, when everyone was fixed to the same bar, 
it was not hard to kill a man without danger. All you had to 
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do was to fix it so that, for a certain amount of cash, the Arab 
turnkey agreed not to close the shackle properly. So you could 
get up in the darkness, do what vou intended to do, and then 
go quietly back and lie down in your place, taking care to lock 
the shackle thoroughly. As the Arab was in some degree an 
accomplice, he’d keep his trap shut. 

It was three weeks now since I had been back. They had 
passed pretty briskly. I was starting to walk a little, holding 
the bar in the passage that separated the two lines of sleeping 
platforms. I was coming on. Last week, at the official inquiry, 
I saw the three hospital screws we knocked out and disarmed. 
They were very pleased we had come back and they had great 
hopes that some day we’d land up where they were on duty. 
Because after our break they’d all three been severely punished 
— their six months’ leave in Europe withheld and a year’s 
colonial allowance on top of their pay withheld too. So ours 
was not the friendliest of meetings. We repeated their threats 
at the inquiry, so that they should be on the record. 

The Arab behaved better. He just told the truth without any 
exaggeration, leaving out the part played by Maturette. The 
captain in charge of the inquiry pressed us very hard to find 
out who had provided the boat. We got into his bad books by 
telling unlikely tales, such as we made rafts ourselves, etc. 

He told us that because of the attack on the warders, he’d 
do his very best to get Clousiot and me five years, and 
Maturette three. ‘And since they call you Papillon,’ he said, 
‘Tl trim your wings for you — you can rely on that. You’re 
not likely to fly again for some time.’ 

I was very much afraid he was right. More than two months 
to wait before coming up in front of the court. I was vexed 
with myself for not having put one or two poisoned arrow-tips 
into my charger. If I'd had them I might perhaps have been 
able to make a last dash for it in the punishment wing. I was 
making progress every day now: I was walking better and 
better. Francois Sierra never failed to come and massage my 
feet with camphorated oil morning and night. These massage- 
visits did an enormous amount o good, both to my feet and 
my spirit. How good it is to have a friend in life! 

I noticed that such a long break as this gave us real standing 
with all the convicts. I was certain we were quite safe there 
among them. There was no danger of our being murdered for 
what we had. The great majority would not put up with it and 
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it was certain that the guilty men would be killed. Everyone, 
without exception, respected us, and they even had a very real 
admiration for what we had done. And then again, our having 
knocked out the screws classed us as men who would stop at 
nothing. It’s pleasant to feel quite safe. 

Every day I walked a little farther; and the other men would 
often offer to massage not only my feet with the oil in a little 
bottle Sierra left me, but also the muscles of my legs, which 
were atrophying with such long disuse. 


The Arab and the Ants 


In this room there were two silent men who never spoke to 
anyone. They always kept very close together and they only 
talked between themselves, and even then in a low voice no 
one could hear. One day I offered one of them an American 
cigarette from a packet Sierra had brought me. He thanked me 
and then said, ‘Francois Sierra’s a friend of yours?’ 

“Yes. The best | have.’ 

‘Maybe one day, if things go badly, we'll send you our 
legacy through him.’ 

“What legacy?’ 

‘My friend and I have made up our minds that if they 
guillotine us, we’ll send you our charger so you can use it to 
make another break. So we’ll give it to Sierra to pass it on to 
you.’ 

“You think you'll get death?’ 

‘It’s pretty nearly sure: there’s very little chance of our 
getting off.’ 

‘If it’s so certain you’re going to be condemned to death, 
why are you in this big room?’ 

‘I think they’re afraid well commit suicide if either of us 
is alone in a cell.’ 

“Yes. Yes, that’s possible. What did you do?’ 

“We gave an Arab to the flesh-eating ants. I tell you this, 
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because unfortunately they’ve got certain proof. We were 
caught in the act.’ 

‘And where did it happen?’ 

‘At Kilometre Forty-Two, the death camp after Sparouine 
Creek.’ His friend had come over to us: he was a man from 
Toulouse. I gave him a cigarette. He sat down next to his 
friend, opposite me. 

“We’ve never asked anybody’s opinion on the matter,’ said 
the newcomer. ‘But I’d rather like to know what you think of 
us.” 

‘Without knowing anything about you, how do you expect 
me to say whether you were right or wrong to give a living 
man, even if he was only an Arab, to the ants to eat? To tell 
you my opinion, I’d have to know the whole business from 
A to Z,’ 

‘T’ll tell you about it,’ said the Toulousian. ‘Kilometre Forty- 
Two is a logging camp forty-two kilometres from Saint- 
Laurent. The convicts there are forced to cut a cubic yard of 
hard-wood a day. You have to be there every evening in the 
bush, standing by the wood you have cut, neatly piled up. The 
warders, with Arab turnkeys with them, come and check that 
you’ve done your stint. When it’s accepted, every cubic yard 
is marked with red, green or yellow paint. It’s according to 
the day of the week. They’ll pass the work if every bit is 
hard-wood. To manage it better, we two teamed up together. 
Pretty often, we couldn’t reach the cubic yard. So then in the 
evening they’d put us in the punishment cell without anything 
to eat, and the next day, still without anything to eat they made 
us go back to work — we had to make up what was short the 
day before as well as cut this day’s yard. We were being 
worked to death — they were treating us like dogs. 

‘The longer it went on, the weaker we got and the less we 
could manage the work. On top of that, they'd given us a 
special guard who wasn’t a warder but an Arab. He came to 
the place we were working, sat there at his ease with his bull’s 
pizzle between his legs and insulted us all the time. He ate, 
smacking his lips so as to make us feel really hungry. To put 
it in a word, it was non-stop hell. We had two chargers with 
three thousand francs in each, put by for our escape. One day 
we made up our minds to buy the Arab. That made the position 
even worse. Fortunately he always believed we only had one 
charger. His system was easy: for fifty francs, say, he’d let us 
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go and steal from the heaps that had already been accepted 
the day before — we took the pieces that hadn’t been painted 
and we made up our daily yard. This way he got nearly two 
thousand francs out of us, in goes of fifty or a hundred at a 
time. 

“When we’d got up to date with our work, they took the 
Arab away. And then, thinking he wouldn’t inform since he’d 
robbed us of so much money, we went into the bush to find 
the piles that had been accepted, so as to go on with the same 
manoeuvre. One day the Arab followed us very close, but 
hidden, to see if we really were stealing wood. Then he came 
out into the open. ‘‘Ha, ha! You still steal °em wood and no 
pay! If you no give five hundred francs, me inform.”’ 

‘Thinking it was only a threat, we refused. The next day he 
was back again. ‘“You pay, or you in black-hole tonight.’’ We 
refused again. In the afternoon he came back with the screws. 
It was horrible, Papillon! When they’d stripped us, they took 
us to the heaps where we’d taken wood, and with these savages 
behind us and the Arab flogging us with his pizzle, they forced 
us to undo our heaps at the double and make up each one we 
had stolen from. This corrida lasted two days, with nothing to 
eat or drink. Often we fell down. The Arab got us up with a 
kick or with his whip. Finally we just lay there on the ground 
— we couldn’t go on. Do you know how he made us get up? 
He took one of those sort of wasps’ nests, the kind the red 
stingers live in. He cut the branch the nest was hanging from 
and crushed it down on us. The pain was so terrible we not 
only got up, but we tore around as if we were mad. There’s 
just no telling you how agonizing it was. You know how a 
wasp sting hurts? Well, imagine fifty or sixty of them. Those 
red stingers sting far, far worse than wasps. 

“We were still in the black-hole for ten days on bread and 
water, and they never treated us at all. Even though we rubbed 
urine on the stings, they burnt terribly for three days on end. 
I lost my left eye -- a dozen had attacked it all together. When 
we were sent back to the camp, the other prisoners decided to 
help us. They each gave us a bit of hard-wood cut to the same 
size. That provided us with close on a yard, and it helped us 
a very great deal, because then we only had about one yard 
to cut between us. It was hard, but we just managed it. Little 
by little our strength came back. We ate a great deal. And it 
was just by chance that we had the notion of using the ants 
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for our revenge against the Arab. We were looking for hard- 
wood and we came across a huge nest of flesh-eating ants in 
a thicket — they were actually eating a deer the size of a goat. 

‘The Arab was still making his rounds, inspecting the work, 
and one fine day we knocked him out with the handle of an 
axe and dragged him to the ants’ nest. We stripped him and 
tied him to a tree, bent backwards on the ground, his hands 
and feet tied with the thick ropes we used for the logs. We 
made a few cuts here and there on his body with the axe. We 
stuffed his mouth with grass, held in by a gag, so he couldn’t 
shout; and we waited. The ants didn’t go for him till we’d 
stirred their nest with a stick and sprinkled them on to him. 
Then it didn’t take long. Half an hour later there were thou- 
sands and thousands of ants at work. Have you seen flesh- 
eating ants, Papillon?’ 

‘No, never. I’ve seen the big black ones.’ 

‘These ones are tiny, and as red as blood. They tear out 
microscopic bits of flesh and carry them to their nest. We’d 
suffered from the wasps, all right; but just imagine what he 
must have gone through, flayed alive by these thousands of 
ants. He took two whole days and one morning to die. In 
twenty-four hours he had no eyes left. 

‘I admit we had no mercy in our revenge, but then you have 
to think what he did to us. It was a miracle we survived. Of 
course they looked for the Arab everywhere; and the other 
Arab turnkeys, as well as the screws, suspected we had some- 
thing to do with his disappearance. 

‘In another thicket we made a hole for what was left of 
him, deepening it a little every dav. They’d still not found any 
trace of him when a screw saw this hole was being dug. When 
we went off to work, he followed to see what was up. That 
was what finished us. 

‘One morning, as soon as we had reached our place, we 
untied the Arab: he was still covered with ants although he 
was almost a skeleton. And just as we were dragging him to 
the hole (you couldn’t carry him without the ants biting till 
the blood came) three Arab turnkeys and two warders came 
out. They had been waiting patiently, well hidden, for us to 
do just that — to bury him. 

“Well, there you are. Our official version is that we killed 
him first and then gave him to the ants. The prosecution, 
backed by the medical evidence, says there was no mortal 
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wound — they say we had him eaten alive. Our defending 
screw [warders there will act as counsel] says we might save 
our heads if they believe what we say. Otherwise we’re for it. 
To tell you the truth, we haven’t much hope. That’s why my 
friend and me chose you as our heir, without saying.’ 

‘Let’s hope I don’t inherit from you: I say that in all sin- 
cerity.” We had a cigarette and I saw they were looking at me 
as much as to say, “Well, aren’t you going to say something?’ 

‘Look, brothers, I can see you’re waiting for what you asked 
to begin with — what I think of your case, judging it as a man. 
One last question — it won’t have any influence on what I’m 
going to say. What do most of the men in this room think of 
it, and why don’t you speak to anybody?’ 

‘Most of them think we ought to have killed him, but not 
to have had him eaten alive. As for our keeping quiet, we 
don’t talk to anyone because one day we had a chance of 
rioting and making a break, and they wouldn’t take it.’ 

“Well, mates, I'l] tell you how I see it. You did right to pay 
him back a hundred times over for what he did to you: the 
caper with the wasps or red stingers was something that can’t 
be forgiven. If they do guillotine you, at the last moment think 
as hard as ever you can just this one thing, ‘‘They’re cutting 
off my head: from the moment of tying me down and shoving 
me into the hole to the dropping of the knife, it’l] last thirty 
seconds. His death agony lasted sixty hours. I come out the 
winner.’’ As for the other men in the room, I don’t know 
whether you’re right: you might have thought a riot that day 
would have made a mass break possible; and the rest might 
have thought otherwise. Besides, in a rising like that, you 
might always have to kill someone without having meant it 
beforehand. Now of all the people in here, I believe the only 
ones whose heads are in danger are you two and the Graville 
brothers. Friends, it all necessarily depends on where you sit.’ 

The two poor souls were pleased with our talk: they went 
off, going back to the life of silence they had broken to speak 
to me. 
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The Cannibals’ Break 


“Where’s the wooden leg? They ate it.’ ‘One portion of peg-leg 
stew, hot.’ Or a voice pretending to be a woman’s and calling 
out, ‘Just a slice of well-grilled gent, chef, with no pepper, 
please.’ 

In the silent darkness of the night it was rare we didn’t hear 
one of these shouts, if not all three. Clousiot and I wondered 
what they meant, and who they were meant for. 

This afternoon I had the key of the mystery. It was one of 
the chief actors that told me about it, Marius from La Ciotat, 
a specialist in safe-breaking. When he learnt that I'd known 
his father, Titin, he wasn’t afraid of talking to me. 

When I’d told him part of my break, I naturally said to him, 
‘And what about you?’ 

‘Oh, me,’ he said, ‘I’m in a hell of a jam. I’m very much 
afraid I may cop five years, just for an ordinary escape. I 
belonged to the one they called the cannibals’ break. When 
you hear them call out ‘‘Where’s the wooden leg, etc.?’’ and 
““One stew, etc.,’’ in the night, that’s meant for the Graville 
brothers. 

‘Six of us left from Kilometre Forty-Two. In the break 
there were Dédé and Jean Graville, two brothers of thirty and 
thirty-five from Lyons; a Neapolitan from Marseilles and me 
from La Ciotat; and then a wooden-legged guy from Angers 
and a kid of twenty-three who acted as his wife. We got out 
of the Maroni well enough, but at sea we could never make 
our offing, and in a few hours we were forced back on to the 
shore of Dutch Guiana. 

‘There was nothing we could save from the wreck, no food, 
no stores, nor anything else. So there we were again in the 
bush — luckily we had our clothes. I ought to have said that 
in this part there’s no beach at all and the sea comes right into 
the virgin forest. What with the fallen trees, broken off short 
at the bottom or undermined by the sea and all tangled with 
one another, it’s impossible to get through. 

“When we had walked for a whole day we reached dry land. 
We split into three groups, the Gravilles, Giuseppe and me, 
and peg-leg and his boy-friend. To cut it short, we set off in 
different directions and then twelve days later the Gravilles, 
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Marius and I met again almost at the place where we’d separ- 
ated. It was surrounded with mud you sank down in and we 
hadn’t found any way through. I don’t have to tell you how 
browned off we were. We’d been living thirteen days with no 
grub apart from a few roots and the ends of twigs. We were 
dead-beat, dying of hunger — completely done. We decided 
that Marius and me should use what strength we had left to 
go back to the edge of the sea. There we should tie a shirt as 
high as we could in a tree and so give ourselves up to the first 
Dutch coast-guard boat — one would certainly be coming 
by. When the Gravilles had rested a few hours, they were 
supposed to try and find the track of the other two. It ought 
to be easy enough, because on setting out we’d agreed that 
each group should mark where it had gone with broken 
branches. 

‘But a few hours later, what did they see but peg-leg coming 
their way, all alone. 

‘**Where’s the kid?’’ 

***T left him far behind: he couldn’t walk any more.”’ 

***You’re a sod for having left him.”’ 

“**He was the one who wanted me to go back to where 
we’d started from.”’ 

‘At that moment Déde noticed that on his solitary foot he 
was wearing one of the kid’s shoes. ‘‘And you left him barefoot 
into the bargain, so you could put on his shoe? Congratulations! 
And you seem pretty fit: you aren’t in the same state as us. 
Anyone can see you’ve had plenty to eat.’’ 

“**Yes, I found a big monkey that had been wounded.”’ 

‘**How lucky for you.’’ And with this Dédé got up, his 
knife in his hand. Seeing peg-leg’s haversack full, he thought 
he knew what had happened. ‘‘Open your sack. What’s it got 
inside?’’ 

‘He opened the bag and a piece of flesh appeared. 

“**What’s that?’’ 

“*°A bit of monkey.’’ 

“**You sod, you killed the boy to eat him!”’ 

“““Nlo, Dédé, I swear I didn’t. He was so worn out he died, 
and I only ate a little bit of him. Forgive me.”’ 

‘He hadn’t time to finish before the knife was in his guts. 
And it was then, when they searched him, that they found a 
leather bag with matches and a striker. What with fury because 
peg-leg hadn’t shared the matches before parting, and what 
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with hunger — to cut it short, they lit a fire and started in on 
the type. 

‘Giuseppe arrived in the middle of the banquet. They asked 
him to join in. Giuseppe wouldn’t. On the shore he’d eaten 
crabs and raw fish. So without joining in he watched the 
Gravilles arranging other pieces of flesh on the embers and 
even making use of the wooden leg to keep up the fire. That 
day and the next, then, he watchecl the Gravilles eat the man; 
and he even noticed what pieces they ate — the skin, the thigh, 
and both buttocks. 

‘As for me,’ went on Marius, ‘I was still there by the sea 
when Giuseppe came to fetch me. We filled a hat with little 
fishes and crabs and we went and cooked them at the Gravilles’ 
fire. But I did see a good many pieces of meat left, lying on 
the ashes to one side of the fire. 

‘Three days later the coast-guards picked us up and handed 
us back to the authorities at Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni. Giuseppe 
couldn’t keep quiet. Everyone in this room knows all about 
it, even the screws. And it’s because everybody knows it that 
I’m telling you. And so — the Gravilles being bad characters 
— that’s why you hear this nonsense in the night. 

“We’re officially accused of escape aggravated by cannibal- 
ism. The worst of it is, I can only defend myself by accusing 
others; and that’s just not possible. Everybody, including 
Giuseppe, denied everything at the inquiry. We said they’d 
vanished in the bush. So that’s how I stand, Papillon.’ 

‘I pity you, brother: for you can’t defend yourself by blaming 
others, and that’s a fact.’ 

A month later Giuseppe was murdered, stabbed right in the 
heart by night. There was no sort of question who did it. 

And that is the genuine story of the cannibals who ate the 
man, roasting him over his own wooden leg — the man who 
had himself eaten the kid who went along with him. 

That night I lay farther along the iron bar. I took the place 
of a man who had gone, and Clousiot, having asked everybody 
to move up one, was next to me now. From this place, even 
with my left foot shackled to the bar, I could sit up and watch 
what went on in the yard. The security was so tight there 
was no rhythm in the patrols. They came one after another 
continuously; and different patrols might appear from the other 
direction at any moment. 

My feet were carrying me very well now, and they didn’t 
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hurt unless it rained. So I was all set up for fresh action: but 
what was to be done? This room had no windows, only a huge 
set of bars running in one sweep its whole length and going 
up to the roof. It was so placed that the north-east wind (but 
only the wind) could pass freely. I kept watch for a week, but 
even so I couldn’t find the least opening in the warders’ secur- 
ity. For the first time I was close to admitting that they might 
manage to shut me up in the solitary-confinement prison on 
the Ile Saint-Joseph. I was told it was horrible: they called it 
the man-eater. Another piece of information — in the eighty 
years it had been in existence, not a single man had ever 
managed to escape from it. 

Of course this half-acceptance of having lost the game forced 
me to look towards the future. I was twenty-eight and the prose- 
cuting captain was going to ask for five years of solitary. It would 
be hard to get off with less. So I’d be thirty-three when I came 
out. 

I still had plenty of money in my charger. So if I couldn’t 
escape, which, from what I knew, seemed likely, at least I 
should have to keep myself fit. It’s hard to take five years 
solitary without going mad. So I should have to eat well, and 
from the first day of my sentence discipline my mind according 
to a carefully laid down and varied programme. Avoid day- 
dreaming about castles in Spain as much as possible; and even 
more day-dreaming about revenge. So from now on I prepare 
myself for the terrible punishment ahead, and come through 
a winner. Yes, their malice would get them nowhere. I’d come 
out of solitary physically strong and still in full possession of 
my bodily and mental powers. 

It did me good to lay down this plan of conduct and to 
accept what was coming to me with a calm mind. The gentle 
wind that made its way into the room reached me before 
anybody else, and it was really soothing. 

Clousiot knew when I didn’t want to talk. So he didn’t 
disturb my silence: he just smoked a great deal, that’s all. 
There were a few stars showing. I said to him, ‘Can you see 
the stars from where you are?’ 

“Yes,” he said, leaning over a little. ‘But I’d rather not look 
at them; they remind me too much of the stars during our 
break.’ 

‘Don’t worry — we’ll see thousands more in our next 
one.’ 
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“When? In five years time?’ 

‘Clousiot, don’t you think the year we’ ve just lived through 
and all the adventures we’ve had and all the people we’ve 
known are worth five years’ solitary? Would you rather have 
been on the islands from the beginning and not have gone on 
this break? What’s waiting for us is not all jam; but does it 
make you regret you ever came on the break? Tell me straight, 
do you regret it, yes or no?’ 

‘Papi, you’re forgetting one thing I didn’t have — the seven 
months you spent with the Indians. If I’d been with you, I’d 
think the same: but I was in prison.’ 

‘Forgive me. I’d forgotten — I’m wandering in my mind.’ 

‘No, you’re not wandering at all; and in spite of everything 
I’m glad we made our break, because I had some unforgettable 
moments too. Only I do feel rather anxious about what’s wait- 
ing for me in the man-eater. Five years — it’s next to impossible 
to come through.’ 

Then I told him just what I’d determined to do and I felt 
him respond very positively. It made me happy, seeing my 
friend’s morale coming right back. In a fortnight’s time we 
were to come up before the court. According to certain rumours 
the major who was coming to preside over the court-martial 
was a hard man, but very just, it seemed. He wouldn’t swallow 
the Administration’s nonsense too easily. So the news was 
good rather than bad. 

Maturette had been in a cell ever since we got back. But 
Clousiot and I refused to have a warder to act as counsel: we 
decided that I should speak for all three and that I should put 
forward our defence myself. 


The Trial 


That morning, freshly shaved and clipped, dressed in new 
red-striped dungarees and wearing shoes, we were waiting in 
the yard until we should be called before the court. Clousiot 
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had had his plaster off a fortnight before. He could walk 
normally; it had not left him with a limp. 

The court-martial had begun on Monday. Now it was Satur- 
day morning, and so there had been five days taken up with 
the various trials — the business of the fellows with the ants 
had taken up a whole day. They were both sentenced to death, 
and I never saw them again. The Graville brothers only copped 
four years (no proof of the act of cannibalism). Their trial 
lasted more than half a day. The other killings got four or five 
years. Looking at the fourteen defendants as a whole, the 
sentences were rather on the severe side, but reasonable — not 
exaggerated. The sittings began at half past seven. We were 
there when a major in the Camel Corps uniform came in, 
accompanied by an elderly infantry captain and a lieutenant — 
his two assessors. 

To the right of the court a sergeant warder and a captain — 
the prosecutor representing the Administration. 

‘Case of Charriére, Clousiot, Maturette.’ 

We were about four yards from the judges. I had time to 
look very attentively at the major: he was about forty or forty- 
five; the desert had lined his face, and the hair at his temples 
was silver. Thick eyebrows over splendid black eyes that 
looked straight into our faces. A genuine soldier. There was 
nothing wicked in his gaze. He looked searchingly at us and 
weighed us up in a few seconds. My eyes met his and then I 
lowered them of my own free will. 

The Administration captain knocked us about altogether too 
hard and that was what lost him the game. He called the 
stunning of the warders attempted murder. He would have it 
that it was a miracle the Arab had not died under our repeated 
blows. He made another error when he said that we were the 
convicts who had carried France’s dishonour farthest afield 
since the penal settlement was founded. ‘As far as Colombia! 
Monsieur le Président, these men traversed one thousand five 
hundred miles and more. Trinidad, Curacao and Colombia — 
all these countries will certainly have heard the vilest calum- 
nies about the French penal administration. I ask for two con- 
secutive sentences, that is to say a total of eight vears — five 
for attempted manslaughter on the one hand, and on the other 
three for escaping. This applies to Charriére and Clousiot. As 
far as Maturette is concerned, I only ask three years for escap- 
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ing; because at the inquiry it came out that he took no part in 
the attempted murder.’ 

The president: ‘The court would like to hear the shortest 
possible account of this very long odyssey.’ 

Leaving out the Maroni part, I told them about our sea 
voyage as far as Trinidad. I described the Bowens and their 
kindness. I quoted the remark of the Trinidad chief of police, 
“We are not here to pass judgment on the French legal system, 
but there’s one thing we don’t agree with, and that’s the send- 
ing of criminals to French Guiana; which is the reason why 
we are helping you.’ I told them about Curagao, Father Irénée 
de Bruyne, the incident of the bag: of florins, and then about 
Colombia — how and why we went there. Then, in very few 
words, a short account of my life with the Indians. The major 
listened without interrupting. He only asked for a few further 
details about my time with the Indians, which interested him 
immensely. Then I spoke of the Colombian prisons, especially 
the under-water black-hole at Santa Marta. 

‘Thank you: your account has enlightened and at the same 
time interested the court. Now there will be a break for fifteen 
minutes. I do not see your defending counsel; where are they?’ 

‘We haven’t got any. I’m going to ask your permission to 
put forward my friends’ defence and my own.’ 

“You may do so: it is allowed by the regulations.’ 

“Thank you.’ 


A quarter of an hour later the sitting began again. The 
president: ‘Charriére, the court allows you to put forward your 
friends’ defence and your own. Nevertheless we warn you that 
the court will reduce you to silence if you speak disrespectfully 
to the representative of the Administration. You are quite free 
to defend yourself, but you must use proper language. You 
may begin.’ 

‘I ask the court to simply ignore the accusation of attempted 
murder — to set it aside. It is completely unbelievable, and I'll 
show why: I was twenty-seven last year and Clousiot thirty; 
we were just out from France and we were fit and strong. One 
of us is five foot seven and the other five foot eight. We hit 
the Arab and the warders with our iron bed-legs. Not one of 
the four was seriously hurt. We had not meant to harm them 
and we hit very carefully, just so as to knock them out, and 
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that’s exactly what we managed to do. The prosecuting warder 
forgot to mention — or perhaps he didn’t know it — that the 
lengths of iron were wrapped in cloth so there’d be no danger 
of killing anyone. The court, made up of regular soldiers, is 
very well aware of what a strong man can do when he hits 
anyone on the head, even if it’s only with the flat of a bayonet. 
So just imagine what could be done with an iron bed-leg. I'd 
like to point out to the court that not one of the four men who 
were attacked had to go to hospital. 

‘Seeing we’ve got life sentences, it seems to me that the 
crime of escaping is less serious than it would be for men with 
a short time to serve. At our age it’s very hard to bear the 
thought of never going back into real life again. I ask the 
court’s indulgence for all three of us.’ 

The major whispered with his two colleagues, then he tapped 
his desk with a rnallet. ‘Defendants, stand up.’ 

We stood there waiting, as stiff as ramrods. 

The president: ‘The court sets aside the accusations of 
attempted murder: it therefore has not to pronounce sentence, 
even of acquittal, upon that subject. You are found guilty of 
the crime of escaping, guilty in the second degree. For this 
crime, the court sentences you to two years of solitary con- 
finement.’ 

Speaking all together, we said, “Thank you, Major.’ And I 
added, ‘We thank the court.’ 

The screws who were listening to the trial at the back of 
the room were absolutely thunderstruck. When we went back 
to our companions, everybody was happy about the news — 
not the least jealousy. On the contrary. Even those who had 
copped it hard whole-heartedly congratulated us on our luck. 
Francois Sierra came and embraced me. He was wild with 
delight. 
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Sixth Exercise-Book 
The Iles du Salut 


Our Arrival at the Islands 


The next day we were to take ship for the Iles du Salut. This 
time, in spite of all my struggles, here I was within not much 
more than a few hours of life internment. In the first place I’d 
have to do two years of solitary on the Ile Saint-Joseph. The 
convicts called that prison the man-eater: I hoped I’d be able 
to prove the nickname false. 

I’d lost the game; but my heart wasn’t that of a loser. 

I ought to be very happy at having only two years to do in 
this prison within a prison. As I’d sworn to myself, I shouldn’t 
allow my mind to go wandering the way it so easily does in 
complete isolation. I had a remedy to keep me away from that. 
From this very moment I must consider myself as a free man, 
already free, healthy and well, like any other ordinary convict 
on the islands. I should be thirty when I came out. 

I knew that escapes from the islands were very rare. They 
could be counted on your fingers; but even so, men had got 
away. Well, I’d get away too: that was for sure. In two years 
I’d escape from the islands: I repeated this to Clousiot, who 
was sitting there next to me. 

‘It’s hard to get you down, Pa*gillon, my old mate; and I 
wish I had your faith in being free one of these days. For a 
year now you’ve been making break after break, and you’ve 
never once given up. No sooner has one gone bad on you but 
you’re preparing another. It astonishes me you’ ve tried nothing 
here.’ 

‘Here there’s only one possible way of setting about it, 
mate, and that’s starting a riot. Bul that means taking all these 
extremely difficult men in hand and I just haven’t got the time 
that it needs. I very nearly startecl one, but I was afraid it’d 
get out of control. All the forty men in here are old lags. 
They’ve gone pretty well down the drain and they don’t react 
the same as us. Look at the cannibals, for example, and the 
characters with the ants; and then the character who wanted 
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to kill a man and didn’t hesitate to put poison in the soup, 
finishing off seven others who’d never done him any harm.’ 

‘But on the islands it’s going to be the same kind of 
men.’ 

“Yes, but I'll escape from the islands without needing any- 
body’s help. II] make my break alone, or with one companion 
at the most. What are you smiling about, Clousiot?’ 

‘I'm smiling because you never give up. You’re on fire to 
be in Paris, handing the bill to your three friends there, and 
that keeps you going at such a pitch you just won’t admit that 
what you long for may never happen.’ 

‘Good-night, Clousiot. See you tomorrow. Yes, so we’re 
going to have a look at these bleeding Iles du Salut after all. 
The first thing I'l] ask is why they call that fag-end of hell the 
Islands of Salvation.’ I turned my back on Clousiot and leant 
out a little more to the night-wind. 

Very early the next day we embarked for the islands. 
Twenty-six men on board a four hundred-ton tub called the 
Tanon, a coaster that made the round trip Cayenne — the Islands 
— Saint-Laurent and back again. We were shackled two by 
two to a chain; and we were handcuffed as well. There were 
two groups of eight men each on the fo’c’sle, guarded by four 
screws holding rifles. Ten aft, with six screws and the two 
leaders of the escort. Everybody was on the deck of this old 
tramp: she was obviously longing to plunge to the bottom at 
the first hint of a heavy sea. 

I’d made up my mind not to think during the crossing, and 
I looked round for some way of amusing myself. So speaking 
loud and clear to a glum-faced warder next to me, I said, just 
by way of putting him out, ‘What with all these chains you’ve 
loaded us with, we shan’t have much chance of escaping if this 
staggering old wreck sinks, which seems very likely, seeing her 
condition and how rough the sea is.’ 

The screw wasn’t all that bright and he reacted just as I had 
foreseen. ‘Whether you people drown or not is all one to us. 
We’ve had orders to chain you and that’s all there is to it. The 
people who gave the orders are responsible. In any event, 
we’re covered.’ 

“Why, you’re quite right, Monsieur le Surveillant, whichever 
way you look at it: because if this floating coffin falls apart 
at sea, we all go to the bottom, chains or no chains.’ 

‘Oh, she’s been doing this round for a long time now, you 


256 


know,’ said the half-wit, ‘and nothing’s ever happened to her.’ 

‘Sure: but it’s just for that reason — just because this boat’s 
been going the round too long that she’s ready to fall to pieces 
at any moment now.’ I had succeeded in doing what I had set 
out to do — I'd stirred the general silence that was getting on 
my nerves. The warders and the convicts at once seized upon 
the subject. ‘Yes, this old tub is dangerous: and on top of that, 
we’re in chains. With no chains, at least we’d stand a chance.’ 
‘Oh, that doesn’t make any difference. With our uniform, boots 
and rifle, we’re not so light, either.’ ‘The rifle doesn’t count, 
because in case of shipwreck you can chuck it away at once,’ 
said another. 

Seeing the thing had caught on, I tossed off another remark. 
‘Where are the life-boats? I can only see one very small job, 
just big enough for eight at the outside. What with the captain 
and the crew, it would be crammed. As for everybody else — 
kiss my hand, farewell.’ 

Now it really got going, and the tone of the discussion rose. 
‘It’s quite true, there’s nothing at all; and this boat’s in such 
a state — it’s a wicked piece of irresponsibility to make family 
men run such a risk, escorting these scum.’ 

As I formed a part of the group aft, the two leaders of the 
convoy were near at hand. One of them looked at me and said, 
‘Are you the one they call Papillon? The man they brought 
back from Colombia?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘It doesn’t surprise me you went so far: you look as though 
you understood the sea.’ 

Ostentatiously I replied, ‘Yes, I do. Thoroughly.’ That cast 
a damp, all right. What’s more the captain was on deck: he’d 
come down from the bridge to take the wheel as we left the 
estuary of the Maroni, that being the most dangerous place, 
and now he’d handed it over to someone else. This captain, 
then — a very small, fat, coal-black Negro with quite a youthful 
face — asked which were the men who'd sailed as far as Col- 
ombia on a bit of driftwood. 

‘This one here, and him, and the other one over there,’ said 
the head of the convoy. 

“Which was the captain?’ asked the dwarf. 

‘TI was, Monsieur.’ 

‘Well, shipmate, as a sailor I congratulate you. You’re no 
ordinary man. Here.’ He put his hand in his jacket pocket. 
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‘Take this tobacco and these cigarette papers. Smoke it and 
wish me good luck.’ 

‘Thanks, Captain. But I must congratulate you too, for hav- 
ing the courage to sail in this death-trap: and to do so once or 
even twice a week, they tell me.’ 

He roared with laughter, terrifying the people I had wanted 
to upset. ‘Oh, you're right,’ he said. ‘This tub ought to have 
been sent to the breaker’s yard years and years ago, but the 
company’s waiting for it to sink so as to get the insurance.’ 

Then I ended up with a splendid stroke. ‘Luckily there’s a 
life boat for you and the crew.’ 

“Yes, isn’t it lucky?’ said the captain without thinking as 
he went down the ladder. 

I’d started this subject of conversation on purpose, and it 
filled more than four hours of my journey. Everyone had his 
bit to say, and somehow — I don’t know how -— the argument 
spread as far as the fo’c’sle. 

Towards ten o’clock that morning there wasn’t much of a 
sea, but the wind was unfavourable. We steered north-east, 
that is to say against the sea and against the breeze; so of 
course we rolled and pitched more than usual. Many warders 
and convicts were seasick. Fortunately the one chained to me 
had his sea-legs, because there’s nothing so unpleasant as 
seeing someone throw up right next to you. This character was 
a genuine Parisian titi — a tough, a wide-boy. He’d come to 
Guiana in 1927. So it was seven years now that he’d been on 
the islands. He was comparatively young — thirty-eight. ‘They 
call me Titi la Belote, because I must admit I’m a wonderful 
player of belote. In any case, that’s what I make my living at, 
on the islands. Belote all night long at two francs the point. 
If you bid, you can go a long way. If you win with the jack 
at two hundred, the type pays out four hundred francs plus the 
small charge for the other points.’ 

‘But do you mean there’s that kind of money on the islands?’ 

“Why, of course there is, my poor Papillon! The islands are 
full of chargers stuffed with cash. Some come across with 
them: others get it in through bent warders, paying fifty per 
cent. Anyone can tell you’re green, mate. You sound as though 
you didn’t know the first thing about it.’ 

‘No, I know absolutely nothing about the islands. All I know 
is it’s very hard to escape from them.’ 

‘Escape?’ said Titi. ‘It’s not even worth wasting your breath, 
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talking about it. I’ve been on the islands seven years now, and 
in that time there’ve been two breaks. And how did they end 
up? Three dead and two retaken: that’s how they ended up, 
brother. Nobody’s succeeded. That’s the reason why there 
aren’t many who want to have a go.’ 

“Why did you go to the mainland?’ 

‘To be X-rayed to see if I had an ulcer or not.’ 

‘And you didn’t try to escape from the hospital?’ 

“You’re dead right I didn’t try to escape from the hospital! 
You’re the one who mucked all that up, Papillon. And on top 
of that, it was just my luck to be shoved into the very ward 
you escaped from. So just try and imagine the security, will 
you? Every time you went anywhere near a window to get a 
breath of air, they made you stand back. And when you asked 
why they said, ‘‘It’s in case you might have the idea of carrying 
on like Papillon.’’’ 

‘Tell me, Titi, who’s the big guy sitting next to the convoy 
leader? An informer?’ 

‘Are you crazy? That guy, everybody thinks the world of 
him. He’s a square, but he knows how to behave like a genuine 
crook — no matinees with the warders, no privileges accepted. 
Knows his place as a convict and keeps to it properly. Can 
give you sound advice: a good sidekick: cold and distant with 
the cops. Not even the priest or the doctor can get him to work 
for them. And this square who behaves like a right tough guy, 
as you see, is a descendant of Louis XV. He’s a count, the 
genuine article: his name’s Comte Jean de Bérac. But still, 
when he first came it took a very long while for the men to 
come to think anything of him, on account of what sent him 
to penal was a very dirty, messy job indeed.’ 

“What did he do?’ 

“Well, he went and tossed his own baby off a bridge into a 
stream, and as the kid fell in where it was very shallow, he 
found it in his heart to go down and chuck it into a deeper 
place.’ 

‘Really? It’s as though he went and killed his own kid twice 
over.’ 

‘According to a friend of mine who’s a clerk and who’s 
seen his file, this character was terrorized by all his grand 
people. The girl who had had the baby was a servant in the 
big house, and the character’s mother flung her out like a dog. 
According to my friend, this young fellow was under his proud 
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old shrew of a mother’s thumb, and she’d so ground him down 
because he, a count, had had an affair with a servant-girl, that 
when he tossed the kid into the water, having told the girl he 
was taking it to the Public Assistance, he didn’t know which 
way up he was.’ 

“What did he get?’ 

‘Only ten years. You must realize, Papillon, he’s not an 
ordinary type like us. The countess, the guardian of the 
family’s honour, must have made the judges understand that 
killing a servant’s baby wasn’t such a very serious crime when 
it was committed by a count — a guy that only wanted to 
preserve the glory of his house.’ 

‘Moral?’ 

“Well, as I see it — but I’m just a humble Parisian wide-boy 
— as I see it, the moral is this: by and large, this Comte Jean 
de Bérac was a gent who’d been brought up in such a way 
that nothing counted except blue blood — everything else was 
unimportant, just not worth bothering about. Maybe they 
weren’t serfs in the full meaning of the word, but at all events 
they were people who didn’t amount to anything at all. His 
mother, that monster of pomp and selfishness, had so put him 
through the mangle that he was like the rest of them — he 
thought he had the hereditary right to any of the girls in the 
neighbourhood. It was only in penal that he became a real 
noble in the right sense of the word. It may sound crazy, but 
it’s only now that he’s the genuine Comte Jean de Bérac.’ 

The Iles du Salut, that unknown quantity for me, were not 
going to remain unknown for more than a few hours now. 
What I did know was that it was very hard to escape. But not 
impossible. And as I drew in delightful breaths of the sea wind 
I said to myself, ‘When will this head-wind be turned into a 
full following breeze for an escape?’ 

We were coming in. Here were the islands! They made a 
triangle with Royale and Saint-Joseph forming the base and 
Devil’s Island the apex. The sun was already low in the sky, 
and it lit them up with that extreme brilliance you only see in 
the tropics. So we had plenty of time to make out all the 
details. To begin with there was Royale, with a flat ledge 
running right round a hill about seven hundred feet high. The 
very top was flat too. The whole thing looked just like a 
Mexican hat set down on the sea, with its top cut off. Very 
tall coconut palms everywhere: very green, too. The little red- 
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roofed houses made the island look particularly attractive, and 
anyone who didn’t know what was on shore might have wanted 
to spend his life there. There was a lighthouse on the plateau, 
and no doubt they lit it up at night in bad weather, so that 
ships shouldn’t run on the rocks. Now that we were close in 
I could make out five long buildings. Titi told me the first two 
were huge barracks with four hundred convicts living in them. 
Then the disciplinary block, with its punishment cells, all sur- 
rounded by a high white wall. The fourth building was the 
hospital and the fifth housed the warders. And scattered all 
over the slopes there were these little red-roofed houses where 
other warders lived. Farther away, but quite close to the tip 
of Royale, there was Saint-Joseph. Fewer palms, less foliage: 
and then, right up on top of the plateau, a huge construction 
that could be seen quite clearly from the sea. I knew what it 
was at once — the solitary-confinement prison. Titi la Belote 
confirmed this. He pointed out the barracks of the camp where 
the prisoners doing ordinary sentences lived. They were lower 
down, near the sea. You could see the watch-towers and their 
crenellations standing out quite clearly. And then there were 
other pretty little houses, with their white walls and red roofs. 

As the ship was going into Royale by the southern channel 
we could now no longer see Devil’s Island. In the glimpse I 
had had of it earlier, it had looked like one enormous palm- 
covered rock, with no considerable buildings on it. A few 
yellow houses along the edge of the sea, with black roofs. I 
learnt later that these were the houses where the political pris- 
oners lived. 

We were running into the harbour of Royale, well sheltered 
behind an immense breakwater made of huge blocks. A work 
that must have cost a good many convicts their lives in the 
building. 

Three hoots on the siren, and the Tanon dropped anchor 
about two hundred and fifty yards from the quay. This very 
long jetty, well built of rounded stones and cement, rose about 
ten feet from sea-level. White-painted buildings ran parallel 
with it, some way back. I read Guard-Room, Boat Office, 
Bakery and Harbour-Master’s Office painted in black on the 
white background. 

I could see convicts staring at the boat. They were not 
dressed in the striped uniform: they were all wearing trousers 
and a kind of white jacket. Titi la Belote told me that on the 
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islands the men with money had comfortable and even quite 
decent-looking uniforms made to measure by the tailors, who 
used flour sacks with the lettering removed. He said almost 
no one wore convict’s clothes. 

A boat came towards the Tanon. One warder at the tiller, 
two warders with rifles to the right and the left of him: close 
to the steersman, aft, six convicts. They stood there, bare to 
the waist, in white trousers, and they rowed along, plying huge 
oars. They covered the distance in no time. Behind they towed 
a large craft rather like a ship’s lifeboat; it was empty. They 
came alongside. First the leaders of the convoy got into the 
stern. Then two armed warders moved into the bows. Our legs 
were unchained but our handcuffs were left on, and two by 
two we went down into the boat, first the ten in my group and 
then eight from the fo’c’sle. The rowers gave way. They’d 
make another trip for the rest. We got out at the quay, and 
there, lined up in front of the harbour-master’s office, we 
waited. None of us had any baggage. The transportees, taking 
no notice of the screws, talked to us openly, at a prudent 
distance of five or six yards. Several of the men who had been 
in my convoy called out friendly greetings to me. Cesari and 
Essari, two Corsican strong-arm men I’d known at Saint- 
Martin, told me they were boatmen, working in the harbour. 
At this point there appeared Chapar, of the Marseilles stock- 
exchange business, whom I’d known in Paris, quite apart from 
prison. Without taking any notice at all of the screws he called 
out, ‘Don’t you worry, Papillon! You can count on your friends 
— you’ll lack for nothing in solitary. What did you get?’ 

“Two years.’ 

‘Fine: that’s soon over. Then you’ll come in with us, and 
you'll see life’s not too bad here.’ 

‘Thanks, Chapar. How’s Dega?’ 

‘He’s a clerk up there. I’m surprised he hasn’t come. He’ll 
be sorry not to have seen you.’ 

Now here was Galgani. He came towards me, and when the 
guard tried to stop him he pushed past, saying, ‘You’re not 
going to stop me embracing my own brother, are you? What 
the bloody hell?’ And as he embraced me he said, ‘You can 
count on me.’ 

He was about to go when I said, ‘What are you doing?’ 

‘I’m a postman -- I look after the letters.’ 

“You OK?’ 
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‘It’s a quiet life.’ 

The remaining men had been brought ashore and now they 
joined us. We were all unhandcuffed. Titi la Belote, de Bérac 
and some men I didn’t know moved away from the group. A 
warder said to them, ‘Come on: up to the camp.’ All of them 
had their kitbags with the prison outfit: each swung his bag 
on to his shoulder, and they set off for a road that must lead 
to the top of the island. The governor of the islands appeared, 
accompanied by six warders. There was a roll-call. We were 
all there, and he took delivery of us. The escort withdrew. 

“Where’s the clerk?’ asked the governor. 

‘He’s coming, sir.’ 

I saw Dega appear, in good white clothes and a buttoned 
jacket; and with him there came a warder. Each had a big 
book under his arm, they brought the men out of the ranks one 
by one, giving each his new number. ‘You, prisoner So-and-so, 
transportee number x, you’ll now be confinee number z.’ 

“What sentence?’ 

‘X years.’ 

When it came to my turn, Dega embraced me again and 
again. The governor came over. ‘Is this Papillon?’ 

“Yes, sir,’ said Dega. 

‘Take care of yourself in solitary. Two years soon pass.’ 


Solitary Confinement 


A boat was ready. Out of the nineteen for solitary, ten were 
going in this first one. My name was called. Calmly Dega 
said, ‘No. This man’s going on the last trip.’ 

Ever since I’d arrived I’d been astonished at the way the 
convicts spoke. There was no feeling of discipline and they 
looked as though they didn’t give a damn for the screws. Dega 
came and stood next to me, and we talked. He already knew 
all about me and about my break. Men who had been with 
me at Saint-Laurent had come to the islands and had told 
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him everything. He was too delicate to say he was sorry for 
me. He said just one thing, but very sincerely — ‘You 
deserved to bring it off, boy. It'll be for the next time.’ He 
didn’t even tell me to keep my heart up: he knew there was 
no need. 

‘I’m the chief accountant and I’m in with the governor. 
Look after yourself in solitary. I'l] send you in tobacco and 
enough to eat. You won’t go short of anything.’ 

‘Papillon, on your way!’ 

It was my turn. “Be seeing you all. Thanks for everything.’ 

And I stepped into the boat. Twenty minutes later we came 
alongside at Saint-Joseph. I had time to notice that there were 
only three armed warders aboard for the six convict-boatmen 
who were rowing and the ten men on their way to solitary. 
Working out the taking of this boat would have been a piece of 
cake. Welcoming committee at Saint-Joseph. Two governors 
introduced themselves to us — the governor of the island’s 
ordinary prison establishment and the governor of the 
Réclusion — the solitary-confinement prison. With an escort, 
we were marched up the road leading to solitary. Not a single 
convict on our path. As we went in through the big iron gates 
with the words Réclusion Disciplinaire over them I at once 
grasped just how grimly efficient this prison was. Behind the 
iron gate and the four high walls there was a little building 
with the words Administrative Block on it, and three other 
larger ones labelled A, B and C. We were taken into the 
administration block. A cold great room. The nineteen of us 
lined up in two ranks. The governor of the Réclusion said to 
us, ‘Prisoners, as you know, this establishment is a place for 
the punishment of crimes committed by men who have already 
been sentenced to penal servitude and transportation. Here we 
don’t try to make you mend your ways. We know it’s useless. 
But we do try to bring you to heel. There’s just one rule 
here — keep your mouth shut. Total silence. It’s dangerous to 
telephone: if you’re caught, a very severe punishment. If you’re 
not seriously ill, don’t go sick. Because if you do, and you’re 
found to be swinging the lead, that’s another punishment. 
That’s all I have to say to you. Oh, and by the way, smoking 
is strictly forbidden. Right, warders: search them thoroughly 
and put each into his cell. Charriére, Clousiot and Maturette 
are not to be in the same building. See to it yourself, Monsieur 
Santori.’ 
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Ten minutes later I was shut up in cell 234 in block A. 
Clousiot was in B and Maturette in C. We said good-bye with 
a silent look. The moment we came in, we had all grasped 
that if we wanted to come out alive we should have to obey 
these inhuman rules. I saw my companions go, companions 
of this long, long break, proud, brave comrades who’d gone 
along with me so courageously, never complaining, never 
regretting what we had done together. There was a lump in 
my throat, for these fourteen months of fighting side by side 
for our liberty had bound us together in a friendship that had 
no limits. 

I looked closely at the cell they had put me into. I should 
never have imagined or believed that a country like mine, a 
country like France, the mother of freedom throughout the 
world, a country that had brought forth the Rights of Man and 
of the citizen, could possibly possess an establishment of such 
barbarous repression as the Saint-Joseph solitary-confinement 
prison — not even in French Guiana, not even in a pocket- 
handkerchief-sized island lost in the Atlantic. Imagine a hun- 
dred and fifty cells in a line, each one backing on to another, 
and each with no opening whatever in its four thick walls 
except a small iron door with a little trap in it. Painted on the 
door over each trap It is forbidden to open this door without 
administrative order. To the left there was a sleeping-plank 
with a wooden pillow — the same system as at Beaulieu — the 
plank was on hinges and it hooked up against the wall. One 
blanket; a block of cement in the far corner, to sit on; a brush; 
an army mug; a wooden spoon; an upright iron plate concealing 
a metal chamber-pot that was fixed to it by a chain. (It could 
be moved outwards into the corridor for emptying and inwards, 
into the cell, when you wanted to use it.) The cell was ten 
feet high. By way of a ceiling, huge iron bars as thick as 
tram-rails running criss-cross so that nothing of any size could 
come through. Then higher still the real roof of the building, 
perhaps twenty feet above the ground. A sentry-walk, about a 
yard wide, with an iron hand-rail, ran high over the back-to- 
back cells. Two warders continuously paced half the length 
of this walk, meeting in the middle and turning about. The 
impression was hideous. A fair amount of daylight came in 
as far as the sentry-walk. But even at midday you could hardly 
see at all right down in the cell. Straight away I began walking, 
waiting for them to blow the whistle or whatever they did to 
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say the plank could be let down. So that there shouldn’t be 
the slightest sound, both prisoners and warders were in soft 
slippers. At once there came to me the thought, ‘Here, in cell 
234, Charriére, nicknamed Papillon, is going to try and live 
through a sentence of two years, or seven hundred and thirty 
days, without going mad, It’s up to him to show that this 
prison’s name of man-eater is not entirely true.’ 

One, two, three, four, five, about-turn. One, two, three, four, 
five, about-turn. The screw’s just gone by over my roof. I 
didn’t hear him come — just saw him. Clack! The light was 
on: but it was very high up, hanging from the upper roof, 
twenty feet above. The sentry-walk was lit up, but the cells 
were in the twilight. I walked: the pendulum was swinging 
once more. Sleep in peace, you bastards of jurymen who sent 
me down, sleep in peace: because I believe that if you knew 
what you’d sent me to, you’d refuse to be party to the infliction 
of such a punishment — refuse with horror. It’s going to be 
very hard to stop my imagination wandering. Almost imposs- 
ible. The best thing to do is to direct it towards ideas that 
aren’t too discouraging — better that than trying to suppress it 
altogether. 

Yes, it was in fact a whistle that said it was time to lower 
the plank. I heard a loud voice saying, ‘New men, this is to 
tell you that from now on you can lower your beds and lie 
down if you want to.’ The only part I took notice of was ‘if 
you want to’. So I went on walking: this was too grave a time 
for sleep. I’d have to get used to this cage open at the top. 
One, two, three, four, five: I'd got the pendulum rhythm right 
away: head down, hands behind my back, steps exactly the 
right length — to and fro like a pendulum, as though I were 
walking in my sleep. At the end of the five paces I didn’t even 
see the wall, I just brushed against it in this tireless marathon 
that had neither finishing-post nor any given time in which it 
had to be run. 

Yes, Papi, this man-eater is no sort of a joke: no sort of 
joke at all. And the shadow of the screw on the wall has a 
pretty quaint effect, too. If you looked up, raising your head, 
it was even more cliscouraging: you were like a leopard in a 
pit, watched from above by the hunter who’d just caught it. 
It was a horrible feeling, and it took months before I could 
get used to it. 

Three hundred and sixty-five days in each year: seven hun- 


266 


dred and thirty in two, unless there was a leap-year. I smiled 
at the notion. Seven hundred and thirty or seven hundred and 
thirty-one, it’s all one, you know. What do you mean, it’s all 
one? It’s not the same thing at all. One day more is twenty-four 
hours more. And twenty-four hours, that’s a long time. Seven 
hundred and thirty days of twenty-four hours each is a good 
deal longer. How many hours would that make? Could I work 
it out in my head? How could I tackle such a sum? Impossible. 
But why not? It can be done all right. Let’s have a bash. A 
hundred days, that makes two thousand four hundred hours. 
Multiplying by seven is easy; it gives sixteen thousand eight 
hundred to begin with plus the remaining thirty days at twenty- 
four hours apiece, which gives seven hundred and twenty. 
Sixteen thousand eight hundred plus seven hundred and 
twenty, if I’m not mistaken, ought to give an answer of seven- 
teen thousand five hundred and twenty hours. My dear Monsi- 
eur Papillon, you’ ve got seventeen thousand five hundred and 
twenty hours to kill in this cage — a cage carefully designed 
for wild beasts, with its smooth walls. How many minutes 
have I got to spend here? That’s of no consequence: hours, 
fair enough: but minutes, no. Let’s not exaggerate. If minutes, 
why not seconds? But whether they signify or not, it’s not that 
I’m interested in. What I really have to do is to fill these days, 
hours, minutes by myself, out of myself! Who can there be 
to the right of me? And to the left? And behind? If these three 
cells are filled those three men must also be wondering who’s 
just arrived in 234. 

There was the plop of something falling behind me, inside 
my cell. What could it be? Had my neighbour been skilful 
enough to toss something in through the bars? I tried to make 
out what it was. I could just distinguish something long and 
thin — I sensed it rather than saw it. Just as I was about to 
pick it up it moved and began to hurry towards the wall. At 
its first movement I recoiled. When it reached the wall it 
climbed a little way up and then fell back to the ground. The 
surface was too smooth for it to get a footing. I let it try to 
make its way up the wall three times and then the fourth time, 
as it fell, I squashed it with my foot. It was soft under my 
slipper. What could it be? Going down on my knees I looked 
as close as I could and at last I made it out — it was a huge 
centipede, a good nine inches long and two fingers thick. I 
was filled with such disgust that | could not pick it up and put 
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it in the chamber-pot. I kicked it under the bed. I’d look at it 
tomorrow, by daylight. As it happened I had plenty of time 
to see centipedes: they used to fall from the main roof high 
above. I learnt to let them walk about on my naked body, 
without catching hold of them or disturbing them as I lay 
there. I also had occasion to find out just how much a tactical 
error could cost in the way of pain. A sting from one of these 
revolting creatures could give you a raging fever for more 
than twelve hours, and it burnt terribly for close on six. 

However, it was an amusement, too — something to divert 
my thoughts. When a centipede fell into my cell and I was 
awake, I would torture it as long as possible with the brush; 
or else I’d play with it, letting it hide and then trying to find 
it a few moments Jater. 

One, two, three, four, five ... Dead silence everywhere. 
Was there nobody here who snored? Nobody who coughed? 
The heat was stifling, true enough. And this was night-time! 
What was it going to be like during the day? I was fated to 
live with centipedes. When the tide rose in the under-water 
black-hole of Santa Marta, great numbers of them used to 
come in: they were smaller, but they were of the same family 
as these. At Santa Marta, to be sure, there was the daily flood- 
ing; but we could talk and call out, we could listen to the others 
singing or the lunatics (temporary or permanent) shouting and 
raving. It wasn’t the same thing at all. If I had the choice, I’d 
take Santa Marta. What you’re saying now doesn’t make sense, 
Papillon. At Santa Marta everyone agreed that the very most 
any man could stand was six months. Whereas here there are 
plenty who have four or five years to do, or even more. Sent- 
encing them to do it is one thing: but the actual doing of it is 
something else again. How many kill themselves? I don’t see 
how they could manage it. But it is possible, though. It 
wouldn’t be easy, but you could just hang yourself. You make 
a rope with your trousers. You tie one end to the brush, stand 
on the sleeping-plank and push the rope round a bar. If you 
do it right up against the sentry-walk, it’s probable the screw 
won’t notice the rope. And just when he’s gone by, you launch 
yourself into the empty air. By the time he comes back, you’ ve 
already had it. In any case, he’d be in no hurry to come and 
open your cell to cut you down. Open the cell? He couldn’t. 
On the door it’s written Jt is forbidden to open this door 
without administrative order. So don’t you worry: the man 
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who wants to commit suicide will have plenty of time before 
they unhook him ‘by administrative order’. 

All this I am writing about is perhaps neither very exciting 
nor very interesting for people who like action and movement. 
They can skip these pages if they find them dull. Yet it seems 
to me I ought to record these first impressions, these reactions 
during the first hours I was laid in the grave and these first 
thoughts that came flooding in upon me as I came into contact 
with my new cell — it seems to me I ought to describe them 
as exactly as I can. 

I had been walking for a very long time now. I could hear 
a murmur in the darkness — the guards changing. The first had 
been a big, thin fellow: this one was small and fat. He dragged 
his slippers. You could hear them scuffing along two cells 
before and two cells after. He wasn’t a hundred per cent silent 
like his mate. I went on walking. It must be late. What time 
could it be? Tomorrow I should have something to measure 
the time by. The trap in the door would open four times every 
day, and thanks to that I’d know roughly what o’clock it was. 
And at night, knowing the time the first patrol came on and 
how long it lasted, I'd have a fixed standard to live with — 
first, second, third patrol, etc. 

One, two, three, four, five ... Mechanically I returned to 
this endless walk, and with tiredness helping, I took off easily 
and travelled back into the past. It must certainly have been 
by way of contrast to the darkness of my cell, but there I was 
in the full sunlight, sitting on the beach belonging to my tribe. 
The canoe with Lali fishing in it rose and fell on that matchless 
opal-green sea, two hundred yards away. The sand was rough 
under my feet. Zorafma brought me a good-sized fish, cooked 
over the embers and carefully kept hot in a banana leaf. I ate 
with my fingers, of course, ancl she sat there cross-legged 
opposite me. She was very pleased with the way the flakes 
came away from the bone; and my face showed her how 
delighted I was with her dish. 

I was no longer in my cell. I did not yet know anything 
about the Réclusion, nor Saint-Joseph, nor the islands. I rolled 
on the beach, cleaning my hands by rubbing them in the coral 
sand, as fine as flour. Then I went down to the sea to rinse 
my mouth in that brilliantly clear and salty water. I scooped 
it up and splashed my face. As I rubbed it on my neck I noticed 
how long my hair had grown. When Lali came back I’d ask 


269 


her to shave the back of my neck. I spent all that night with 
my tribe. I undid Zoraima’s loin-cloth, and there on the beach, 
under the hot sun, with the sea breeze wafting over us, I had 
her. She uttered amorous groans, as she did when she was 
taking delight in it. Perhaps it was the wind that carried this 
music as far as Lali. In any case she saw us clearly enough, 
and she knew quite well we were fast together — she was too 
near not to be sure we were making love. She must certainly 
have seen us, for the boat came back to the land. Smiling, she 
jumped out. On the way she had undone her plaits and combed 
out her wet hair with her long fingers — the wind and the sun 
of that wonderful day were already drying it. I went over to 
her. She put her right arm round my waist and urged me up 
the beach in the direction of our hut. All the way she kept 
making me understand — ‘Me too, me too’. When we were 
indoors she pushecl me on to a hammock folded on the ground 
by way of a blanket; and interlaced with her I forgot the 
existence of the world. Zoraima was very bright, and she took 
care not to come back until our play was over. When she 
appeared we were still lying there naked on the hammock, 
destroyed with love. She came and sat next to us, patting her 
sister’s cheek and repeating a word that must certainly have 
meant something like greedy Lali. Then, with movements full 
of modest affection, she fixed my loin-cloth and then her 
sister’s. I spent the whole of that night with the Goajiras. I 
didn’t sleep at any time whatsoever. I did not even lie down 
so that behind my closed eyelids I might see the scenes I had 
lived through. It was during this continual pacing up and down 
in a kind of hypnosis that I was taken back, without any effort 
on my part, and set down once more in that extraordinarily 
beautiful day I had experienced nearly six months before. 

The light went out and I could see that daybreak was flood- 
ing into the twilight of my cell, dispelling the kind of drifting 
dimness that enveloped everything below, everything around 
me. A blast on a whistle. I heard the planks banging up and 
I even distinguished the sound of my right-hand neighbour 
fastening his with the ring fixed in the wall. My neighbour 
coughed, and I heard the splash of water. How did you wash 
here? 

‘Monsieur le Surveillant, how do you wash here?’ 

‘Confinee, I forgive you for not knowing, but here you’re 
not allowed to speak to a warder on duty without being severely 
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punished. To wash, you stand over the pot and pour from the 
jug with one hand. You wash yourself with the other. Haven’t 
you unfolded your blanket?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘There’ll certainly be a canvas towel inside it.’ 

Can you just imagine that? So you aren’t allowed to speak 
to the warder on duty. Not for any reason at all? And what 
about if you’re in too much pain from some illness? What if 
you’re dying? Heart disease, appendicitis, a mortal go of 
asthma? Are you forbidden to call for help here, even though 
you’re dying? That crowns everything! No: not really. It’s 
quite natural. It would be too easy to kick up a row when you 
reach the end of your tether and your nerves give way. Just 
to hear voices, just to be spoken to, even if you were only to 
hear ‘Die then; but shut up.’ Twenty times a day a score out 
of the two hundred and fifty characters there might be here 
would start something so as to get rid of the gas building up 
its pressure inside their heads — get rid of it through a safety- 
valve, as it were. 

It couldn’t have been a psychiatrist who had the notion of 
building these lion cages: no doctor would lower himself so 
far. It wasn’t a doctor who worked out the rules, either. But 
both the architect and the civil servant who did create this 
establishment, the two who laid down the smallest details of 
the carrying out of the sentences, were both of them revolting 
monsters, vicious, evil psychologists full of sadistical hatred 
for the convicts. 

The black-hole of the central prison at Beaulieu, near Caen, 
might be very deep — two storeys beneath the ground — but 
even so, some echo of the tortures and ill-treatment handed 
out to a prisoner might in time make its way up to the rest of 
the world. That’s proved by the fact that when they took off 
my handcuffs and thumb-pieces I really saw fear on the 
warders’ faces — fear they might get into trouble, of that there 
is no doubt. 

But here, in the settlement’s solitary-confinement prison, 
where only people belonging to the service could come in, 
they were perfectly easy in their minds. Nothing could ever 
happen to them. 

Clack, clack, clack, clack: all the traps were being opened. 
I went to mine, took the risk of peeping out, then leant through 
a little, and then pushed my whole head through into the 
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corridor: to the left and right I saw a crowd of heads. Straight 
away I grasped that the moment the hatches were opened 
everyone darted his head out. The man on my right looked at 
me with absolutely no expression whatsoever. His brain 
numbed with masturbation, no doubt. His poor dim idiot face 
was pale and greasy. The one on the left quickly said, ‘How 
long?’ 

“Two years.’ 

‘I got four. Served one. What’s your name?’ 

‘Papillon.’ 

‘I’m Georges. Jojo Pr Auvergnat. Where were you copped?’ 

‘Paris. And you?’ 

He had no time to answer. The coffee, with the hunk of 
bread coming after it, was only two cells away. He pulled in 
his head, and I did the same. I held out my mug, which was 
filled with coffee; then they gave me a piece of bread. As I 
didn’t take it quick enough the hatch came down and my bread 
fell to the ground. In less than a quarter of an hour the silence 
had returned. There must be two separate distributions — a 
party for each corridor. Otherwise it was too quick. At noon, 
soup with a bit of boiled meat in it. In the evening, a dish of 
lentils. During two years this bill of fare never changed except 
at night, when it might be lentils, red beans, split peas, chick- 
peas, haricots or fried rice. Midday was always the same. 

And then every fortnight you put your head out through the 
hatch and a convict took off your beard with fine barber’s 
clippers. 

Now I had been there three days. There was one thing that 
preyed on my mind. On Royale my friends had said they’d 
send me in things to smoke and eat. I’d still had nothing and 
in any case I wondered how they’d ever manage to bring off 
a miracle like that. So I was not absolutely amazed at having 
received nothing. Smoking must be very dangerous; and any- 
how it was a luxury. Food, yes, that was going to be of the 
first importance, because the midday soup was just hot water 
with two or three bits of greenery in it and a little scrap of 
boiled meat — three or four ounces, maybe. In the evening it 
was a ladle of water with a few haricots or other dried veg- 
etables floating about in it. To speak plainly, I didn’t so much 
suspect the administration of not giving us proper rations as 
the other prisoners, who handed out the food or prepared it. 
This idea came to me because it was a little guy from Mar- 
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seilles who dealt out the vegetables in the evening. His ladle 
went right down to the bottom of the pail, and when he was 
on duty I had more vegetables than water. With the rest it was 
the other way about: they didn’t push the ladle far in but 
skimmed the top, having stirred a little. So what did you get? 
Plenty of wet, precious few vegetables. This underfeeding was 
very dangerous. To have willpower you need a certain bodily 
strength too. 

The corridor was being swept: it seemed to me the broom 
kept going a long while outside my cell. The bristles swished 
again and again against my door. I looked closely and I saw 
a scrap of white paper showing underneath. I instantly under- 
stood that something was being slipped through for me, but it 
couldn’t be pushed farther. He was waiting for me to pull it 
out before going on to sweep somewhere else. I pulled the 
paper in and unfolded it. It was a note written in phosphor- 
escent ink. I waited for the screw to go by and then quickly 
I read, ‘Papi, from tomorrow there’ll be five cigarettes and a 
coconut in your pot every day. Chew the coconut well when 
you eat it if you want it to do ycu good. Swallow the chewed 
meat. Smoke in the morning when the pots are being emptied. 
Never after coffee in the morning: after soup at twelve the 
minute you’ve finished: and after supper. Enclosed there’s a 
bit of pencil lead. Any time you want anything, ask for it on 
the enclosed scrap of paper. When the sweeper rubs his broom 
against the door, scratch with your fingers. If he scratches, 
shove your paper under. Never pass the note unless he’s 
answered your scratching. Put the bit of paper in your ear so 
as not to have to take your charger out, and your pencil lead 
anywhere at the bottom of your cell wall. Thumbs up. Love. 
Ignace, Louis.’ 

Galgani and Dega had sent me this message. A glow rose 
in my heart: having such faithful, loving friends gave me a 
feeling of warmth. And now I returned to my pacing with a 
cheerful, lively step, with even rnore faith in the future and a 
certainty of coming out of this living grave on my feet — one, 
two, three, four, five, about-turn, etc. And as I walked I thought 
“What noble hearts those two have, what strength in doing 
good. They must certainly be running a very serious risk: 
maybe even the risk of losing their jobs as clerk and postman. 
It’s really magnificent, what they’re doing for me, quite apart 
from the fact that it must cost them a packet. What quantities 


273 


of people they must have to buy to reach out from Royale as 
far as me in my cell in the man-eater.’ 

Reader, you must know that a dry coconut is full of oil. Its 
hard white flesh is so full of it that you only have to grate six 
nuts and put them to soak in hot water to be able to skim off 
nearly two pints of oil from the surface next morning. The 
thing we missed worst in this diet of ours was oil: and coconut 
is crammed with vitamins, too. A nut a day was an almost 
certain guarantee of health. To put it at the lowest, with that 
to eat you couldn’t dry out or die of mere want. Today it is 
more than two months that I have been getting food and 
tobacco without anything going wrong. I take a Red Indian’s 
precautions when I smoke, inhaling deeply and then letting it 
out little by little, fanning it away with my right hand. 

An odd thing happened yesterday. I don’t know whether I 
behaved rightly or wrongly. A warder on duty on the sentry 
walk leant on the rail and looked down into my cell. He lit a 
cigarette, took a few drags and then let it drop into my cell. 
When he had done so he moved off. I waited for him to cross 
over again and then I ostentatiously crushed the cigarette with 
my foot. He made a very slight pause: as soon as he realized 
what I had done he went straight on. Had he been sorry for 
me? Was he ashamed of the service he belonged to? Or was 
it a trap? I don’t know and it gets me down. When you’re 
having a very bad time, you grow over-sensitive. If that warder 
meant to be a decent man for the space of a few seconds I 
shouldn’t have wanted to hurt him by my gesture of contempt. 

Yes, it was in fact more than two months that I’d been here. 
As I saw it, this prison was the only one in which there was 
nothing to be learnt. Because there was no possible line of 
approach. I was thoroughly used to getting out of myself, and 
I had a sure-fire way of taking off for a journey among the 
stars or for an effortless vision of the various stages in my life 
as a child or a man on the run or for a session of building 
wonderfully real castles in Spain. What I had to do was to get 
very tired in the first place. I had to walk for hours without 
sitting down, without stopping, and thinking of ordinary sub- 
jects in the usual sort of way. Then when I was absolutely all 
in I’d lie down on my plank, rest my head on one half of my 
blanket, and cover my face with the other. Then the already 
stale air of the cell would filter slowly through to my mouth 
and nose. This started off a kind of smothering in my lungs 
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and my head would begin to burn. I’d stifle with heat and lack 
of air and then suddenly I’d take off. Oh, what indescribable 
journeys my spirit made and what sensations I had during 
these voyages! Nights of love truly more vivid and moving 
than when I was free, even more stirring than the real ones, 
the nights I’d actually experienced. Yes: and this power of 
moving through space and time allowed me to sit there with 
my mother, who had died seventeen years before. I played 
with her dress and she fondled my curly hair, which she let 
grow very long when I was about five, as though I was a little 
girl. I stroked her long, delicate fingers, their skin as soft as 
silk. She and I laughed about my daring notion of diving into 
the stream as I’d seen the big boys do, when we were out for 
a walk. The smallest details of thie way her hair was done, the 
glowing affection of her brilliant eyes, her gentle, unforgettable 
voice: ‘Riri, dear, be good, be very good so that Maman can 
love you very much. When you’re a little bigger you’ll be 
able to dive into the river from high, high up. Just now you’re 
still too small, darling. But never mind, soon you’ll be quite 
a big boy — all too soon, perhaps.’ And hand in hand we 
walked home along the stream. And now there I was, really 
there in my childhood home. So thoroughly was I there that 
I placed my hand over Maman’s eyes so that she could not 
see the music but would still go on playing to me. I was 
actually there: it wasn’t just imagination. I was there with her, 
standing on a chair behind the music stool she was sitting on, 
and I closed her great eyes firmly with my little hands. Her 
nimble fingers ran on over the notes, and I heard the Merry 
Widow right through to the end. 

Nobody, neither the merciless prosecutor, nor the shady 
police, nor that vile Polein, who bought his freedom with 
perjured evidence, nor the twelve bastards who were such fools 
as to accept the prosecutor’s line and his way of seeing things, 
nor the Réclusion screws, those worthy associates of the man- 
eater — absolutely no person and no thing, not even these thick 
walls or the remoteness of this island lost in the Atlantic Ocean, 
could prevent my exquisitely happy rose-pink journeys, when 
I took off for the stars. 

I got it wrong when I was working out the time that I should 
have to be by myself: I only talked about time in hours. That 
was a mistake. There are periods you have to measure in 
minutes. For example, the emptying of the pots took place 
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after the handing out of the coffee and bread, about an hour 
after. It was when the empty pot came back that I found the 
coconut, the five cigarettes and sometimes a note in phosphor- 
escent ink. At those times I would count the minutes. Not 
always, but pretty often. It was easy enough, because I regu- 
lated each pace so that it took one second, and as I went to 
and fro in my pendulum swing I made a mental reckoning at 
each turn. One, I would say. So twelve made a minute. Above 
all you mustn’t think I was worried about whether I’d get that 
coconut (which was really much the same as my life) nor 
whether I’d get cigarettes and the indescribable pleasure of 
smoking ten times during the next twenty-four hours in this 
tomb — for I smoked each cigarette in two goes. No: sometimes 
when the coffee came round I was seized with a kind of 
distress, and for no particular reason I’d be afraid that some- 
thing had happened to the men who were helping me so gener- 
ously, at the risk of their own peace and quiet. So I’d wait, 
and I was never relieved from my anxiety until I saw the 
coconut. There it would be, and so everything was all right 
for them. 

Slowly, very slowly, the hours, days, weeks, months went 
by. Now it was almost a year that I had been here. It was 
exactly eleven months and twenty days that I had not spoken 
to anyone for more than forty seconds, and that in quick, 
muttered rather than spoken words. Though I did have one 
proper conversation aloud. I’d caught a cold and I was cough- 
ing a great deal. I thought it was enough to justify going to 
see the doctor, so I reported sick. 

Here was the doctor. To my great astonishment the trap 
opened. A head appeared in the opening. ‘What’s the matter 
with you? What are you complaining of ? Lungs? Turn round. 
Cough.’ 

God above! What was this — a joke? And yet it is the strict 
and literal truth. There did exist a doctor in the colonial service 
who would consent to examine me through a trap and make 
me turn round a yard away from the door so that he, clapping 
his ear to the hole, could listen to my chest. Then he said, 
‘Put your arm out.’ I was about to put it out without thinking, 
but then a kind of self-respect stopping me, I said to this 
curious medico, “Thank you, Doctor, but don’t you bother. 
It’s not worth troubling.’ And at least I did have the strength of 
mind to make him see I didn’t take his examination seriously. 
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He was brazen enough to say, ‘As you like,’ and then he 
walked off. Just as well, for I was on the point of bursting 
with indignation. 

One, two, three, four, five, about-turn. One, two, three, four, 
five, about-turn. Tirelessly on and on, without stopping: today 
I walked furiously, my legs all tense: usually they were quite 
relaxed. It was as though I had to trample something underfoot, 
after what had just happened. What was there I could trample 
underfoot? There was only cement down here. No, there were 
plenty of things I could trample in my pacing. I trampled the 
spinelessness of that medico who would lend himself to such 
disgusting conduct merely to be in with the authorities. I 
trampled the total want of feeling of one class of men for the 
sufferings and unhappiness of another class of men. I trampled 
the ignorance of the French nation and its want of interest or 
curiosity about what happened to the human cargoes that set 
off from Saint-Martin-de-Ré every two years, or where they 
went. I trampled the criminal court journalists who’d write a 
scandalous article about a man over some given crime and then 
a few months later would not even remember his existence. I 
trampled the Catholic priests who heard confession and knew 
what happened in the French penal settlements but nevertheless 
kepttheir mouths shut. I trampled the organization of the Ligue 
des Droits de 1 Homme et du Citoyen that never spoke out and 
said, ‘Stop killing people as surely as if they were guillotined: 
abolish the mass sadism among the employees of the prison 
service.’ I trampled the fact that not a single organization or 
association ever questioned the top men of this system to find 
out how and why eighty per cent of the people who were sent 
away every two years vanishecl. I trampled on the official 
doctors’ death certificates — suicide, general debility, death 
from prolonged under-nourishment, scurvy, tuberculosis, rav- 
ing madness, senile decay. What else did I trample upon? I 
don’t know, but in any case, after what had just happened I 
certainly wasn’t walking ordinarily — I was crushing something 
at every step. 

One, two, three, four, five ... and the weariness of the slow 
flowing hours calmed my silent rebellion. Ten days more and 
I should have served just half my time of solitary confinement. 
This really was an anniversary worth celebrating, for apart 
from my heavy cold I was in good health. I was neither mad 
nor anywhere near going mad. I was sure, a hundred per cent 
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sure, that I'd come out at the end of this coming year alive 
and in my right mind. 

I was woken up by hushed voices. One said, ‘He’s com- 
pletely mummified, Monsieur Durand. How can it be you 
didn’t notice earlier?’ 

‘I don’t know. As he hanged himself in the corner of the 
sentry-walk side, I must have gone by many a time without 
seeing him.’ 

‘Well, it doesn’t matter: but you must admit it makes no 
sense that you didn’t notice him.’ 

My neighbour on the left had killed himself. That’s what I 
gathered. They carried him away. The door closed. The rules 
had been strictly obeyed, since the door had been opened and 
closed in the presence of an ‘administrative authority’, in this 
case the governor of the prison — I had recognized his voice. 
This was the fifth man round me who had vanished in ten 
weeks. 

The day of the celebration came round. I found a tin of 
Nestlé’s milk in the pot. My friends were out of their wits. A 
fortune to buy it and very serious risks in getting it to me. For 
me this was a day of triumph over the enemy. So I promised 
not to take off for somewhere else. Here I was in the Réclusion. 
A year had gone by since I came in and I was fit to make a 
break and go off tomorrow if the occasion turned up. This 
was a fine positive thing to be able to state and I was proud 
of it. 

Something out of the ordinary happened: the afternoon 
sweeper brought me a note from my friends. ‘Keep your heart 
up. You’ve only got a year left to do. We know your health’s 
OK. We’re pretty well too. Love, Louis, Ignace. If you can, 
send a line back at once by the person who gives you this.’ 

On the scrap of blank paper that came with the note I wrote, 
‘Thanks for everything. I’m strong and hope to be the same in a 
year’s time, thanks to you. Can you give me news of Clousiot, 
Maturette?’ And now here was the sweeper, scratching at my 
door. Quickly I slipped out the paper, which disappeared at 
once. All that day and part of the night there I was, with my 
feet firmly on the ground and as fit as I had often promised 
myself I should be. In a year’s time I was going to be sent to 
one of the islands. Royale or Saint-Joseph? I'd fill myself to 
overflowing with talk, tobacco and schemes for another break 
right away. 
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The next day I set about the first of the three hundred and 
sixty-five that I still had to do, and I did so feeling happy 
about my fate. I was right for the eight months that followed. 
But the ninth, things went bad. That morning, when the pots 
were being emptied, the man carrying the coconut was caught 
red-handed just as he was shovirig my pot back, with the nut 
and the five cigarettes already in it. 

This was so serious an incident that for some minutes the 
rule of silence was forgotten. You could very distinctly hear 
the blows the unfortunate prisoner received. Then the gasping 
cry like a man given a mortal wound. My flap opened and a 
warder’s furious face bawled at me, ‘You’ll lose nothing of 
what’s coming to you by waiting!’ 

“Whenever you like, you fat sod!’ I cried, ready to burst at 
what I’d heard of the way they’d treated the poor bastard. 

This happened at seven o’clock. It was only at eleven that 
a group led by the deputy-governor came for me. They opened 
this door that had been closed on me twenty months before 
and had never been opened in all that time. I was at the back 
of my cell, grasping my mug, ready to defend myself and 
perfectly determined to hit as hard and as often as I could. 
This was for two reasons: first, so that a handful of warders 
shouldn’t beat me up and get away with it; and secondly, so 
as to be knocked out the quicker. Nothing of the kind happened. 
‘Confinee, come out.’ 

‘If I’m to come out to be beaten up, you can expect me to 
defend myself. I’m not coming out to be attacked on all sides. 
I’m better placed here to bash the first man that touches me.’ 

“You’re not going to be hit, Charriére.’ 

“Who says so?’ 

‘I do. The deputy-governor.’ 

“Are you to be trusted?’ 

‘Don’t be rude: it'll get you nowhere. I give you my word 
you won’t be hit. Come on, now, out of it.’ I held on to my 
mug. “You can keep that. You won’t have to use it.’ 

‘OK.’ I came out, and with the deputy-governor and six 
warders round me I went right along the corridor. The moment 
I reached the courtyard my head spun and my eyes closed, 
stabbed by the light. At last I made out the little building 
where we’d been received. There were a dozen warders there. 
Without pushing me they took me to the administrative office. 
A man, covered with blood, was lying there on the ground, 
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groaning. A clock on the wall said eleven and I thought, 
‘They’ve been torturing the poor sod for four hours.’ The 
governor was sitting behind his desk: the deputy took a chair 
next to him. 

‘Charriére, how long have you been receiving food and 
cigarettes?’ 

‘He must have told you.’ 

‘I’m asking you.’ 

‘As for me, I’ve got amnesia. I don’t even know what 
happened yesterday.’ 

‘Are you trying to make game of me?’ 

‘No. I’m astonished it’s not in my file. A blow on the head 
and I lost my memory.’ 

The governor was so surprised by this answer that he said, 
“Ask Royale whether there is any such thing on his record.’ 
While they were telephoning he went on, ‘You remember 
you’re called Charriére all right?’ 

‘Oh yes.’ And quickly, so as to unsettle him all the more, 
I said in a mechanical voice, ‘My name’s Charriére, I was 
born in 1906 in the Ardéche and I was sentenced to life in 
Paris, Seine.’ His eyes were as round as saucers, and I sensed 
I had shaken him. 

‘Did you have your coffee and your bread this moming?’ 

“Yes.” 

“What vegetable did you have last night?’ 

‘Don’t know.’ 

‘So according to what you say, you’ve no memory at all?’ 

‘None at all for things that happen. Faces, yes: I remember 
them. For example I know it was you that received me one 
time. When? I can’t tell.’ 

‘So you don’t know how much longer you’ve got to serve?’ 

‘Out of my lifer? Why, until I die, I suppose.’ 

‘No, no. Out of your solitary.’ 

‘They’ve given me solitary? What for?’ 

‘Come, this really is the limit! God above! Don’t put me 
into a rage. You’re not going to tell me you don’t remember 
you’re doing two years for an escape. Don’t you try it on to 
that extent!’ 

Then I finished him off completely. “What, me escape? 
Governor, I’m a responsible man and I can answer for all my 
doings. Come with me and have a look at my cell: you’! soon 
see whether I’ve escaped or not.’ 
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At this moment a screw said, ‘Royale on the line, sir.’ 

He took the telephone. ‘Nothing? Odd: he claims he has 
amnesia. What gave it him? A blow on the head ... Right, I 
understand. He’s swinging the lead. I'll find out .. . I’m sorry 
I troubled you, Governor. I’ check on it. Good-bye. Yes, I'll 
let you know how it goes. Now then, Charlie Chaplin, just 
let’s have a look at your head. Well, yes; there is quite a long 
scar. How come you remember that you’ve had no memory 
since they gave you this bang, eh? Answer me that one, will 
you?’ 

‘I can’t explain it. I just know I remember the blow, that 
my name is Charriére, and a few other things.’ 

‘What are you driving at, when all’s said and done?’ 

‘That’s just the question. You ask me how long I’ve been 
having food and tobacco. And this is what I say: I don’t know 
whether it’s the first time or the thousandth. What with my 
loss of memory, I just can’t tell you. That’s all: do what you 
like about it.’ 

‘What I like is easy enough. You’ve been eating too much 
for a long while: well, now you can lose a little weight. No 
supper till the end of his sentence.’ 

That same day I had a note at the time of the second sweep- 
ing. Unfortunately I couldn’t read it, it not being phosphor- 
escent. At night I lit a cigarette shat I still had from the day 
before and that had been so well hidden in the plank they had 
not found it when they searched. Drawing on it, I managed to 
read, ‘Cleaner didn’t blab. He said it was only second time he 
gave you anything to eat. Did it ty himself. Because he knew 
you in France. Nobody on Royale will get into trouble. 
Courage.’ 

So there I was, deprived of my coconut and cigarettes, and 
cut off from news of my friends on Royale. As well as that, 
they’d done away with my evening meal. I’d got used to not 
having to feel hungry; and what’s more, those ten periods 
when I could smoke helped fill the day for me and part of the 
night. I wasn’t only thinking of myself, either, but also of the 
poor bastard they’d beaten up. I hoped he wouldn’t be too 
severely punished. 

One, two, three, four, five, about-turn ... one, two, three, 
four, five, about-turn. You’re not going to be able to stand 
this starvation-diet as easily as all that, cock; and since you’re 
going to eat so little, maybe you’d better change your tactics. 
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Lying down as long as possible, for example, so as not to 
waste any strength. The less I move about, the fewer calories 
I burn up. Sit for hours and hours during the daytime. It was 
quite another kind of life I was going to have to learn. Four 
months: that was one hundred and twenty days to get through. 
With the diet they’d just put me on, how many days would it 
take before I became thoroughly anaemic? Two months at 
least. So the two vital months lay ahead of me. If I grew too 
weak, every kind of illness would have a perfect breeding- 
place in my body. I made up my mind to stay lying down 
from six in the evening until six in the morning. I’d walk 
between coffee and the emptying of the pots, or roughly two 
hours. After the midday soup, about two hours more. Four 
hours walking altogether. All the rest of the time, sitting or 
lying down. It would be hard to take off without being physi- 
cally tired. Still, I’d try to do it. 

Today, after I’d spent a long while thinking about my friends 
and the poor bastard who’d been so brutally ill-treated, I began 
to follow this new routine. I did fairly well, although the hours 
seemed to me to take longer to go by and although my legs, 
which hadn’t been in action now for hours on end, kept tingling 
with a desire to move. 

This way of life had been going on for ten days now. Now 
I was hungry all the time, right round the clock. A continual 
weariness had hold of me and it never let go. I missed my 
coconut terribly; and to some extent the cigarettes. I went to 
bed very early and as quickly as I could I took off from 
my cell. Yesterday I was in Paris, at the Rat Mort, drinking 
champagne with friends: London Antonio was there — he came 
from the Balearics in the first place, but he spoke French like 
a Parisian and English like a genuine rosbif. The next day, at 
the Maronnier in the boulevard de Clichy, he put five revolver 
bullets into a friend of his, killing him. In the underworld 
friendship can change into mortal hatred very quickly. Yes, I 
was in Paris yesterday, dancing to an accordion at the Petit 
Jardin in the Avenue de Saint-Ouen, where the customers were 
Corsicans or Marseillais to a man. The friends who passed 
before my eyes during this imaginary journey were so utterly 
convincing that I had no doubt they were really there, any 
more than I doubted my presence in all those night-spots where 
I’d had such fun. 

So with this very low diet, and without much walking, I 
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reached the same result that I used to get from fatigue. These 
pictures of my former life had such a power of taking me out 
of my cell that I really spent more hours a free man than a 
convict in solitary confinement. 

Only a month to do now. For the last three all I'd had to 
eat was a hunk of bread in the morning and at noon hot thin 
soup with its scrap of boiled meat. I was so continually hungry 
that the moment it was given to me I examined the little lump 
to see whether it was just a bit of skin — and often enough it 
was. 

I’d lost a great deal of weight, and I realized just how 
important the coconut had been in keeping me healthy and 
sane in this terrible exclusion from life — the coconut I’d been 
lucky to have for twenty months. 

I was all on edge this morning, after I’d drunk my coffee. 
I allowed myself to eat half my bread, which was something 
I never did. Ordinarily I broke it into four more or less equal 
pieces and ate them at six o’clock, noon, six again and then 
a little bit during the night. ‘Why did you do that, man?’ I 
asked myself angrily. ‘Is it now, near the end, that you’re 
going to let yourself fall to pieces?’ ‘I’m hungry, and I’ve no 
strength left.’ ‘Don’t be such a fool. How could you have any 
strength left, eating what you eat? You’re weak, fair enough, 
but you’re not ill, and that’s the whole point — you win. Look- 
ing at it reasonably, and with a little luck, the man-eater ought 
to lose.’ I was sitting there on my concrete block of a stool, 
after my two hours of walking. Thirty more days, or seven 
hundred and twenty hours, and the door would open and they’d 
say to me, ‘Confinee Charriére, come out. You’ve finished 
your two years of solitary.’ And what should I say? This. ‘Yes, 
I’ve finished my two years of martyrdom.’ Come, no! That 
wouldn’t do. If it’s the governor you tried the loss-of-memory 
caper with, you must go on with it: quite calmly. You must 
say, ‘What, am I pardoned? Am I going back to France? Is 
my lifer over?’ just so as to see his expression and to convince 
him that the hunger he condemned you to was unjust. ‘Man, 
what’s wrong with you?’ Just or unjust, the governor doesn’t 
give a damn whether he was wrong. What importance could 
it have for a mind like that? You’re not such a fool as to 
believe he’s going to feel remorse just for having punished 
you unjustly? I forbid you to suppose, now or at any other 
time, that a gaoler can be a normal human being. No man 
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worthy of the name could possibly belong to that body. In life 
you get used to everything, even to being a wicked old sod 
throughout your career. Maybe when he’s close to the grave, 
but only then, the fear of God (if he has any religion) may 
make him anxious and repentant. No, not out of real remorse 
for the stinking things he’s been guilty of, but out of dread 
that his God may send him down too, in his turn. So when 
you come out and you’re sent to one of the islands — it doesn’t 
matter which — you’re never to have any dealings with that 
tribe. Each is on his own side of a clearly marked boundary. On 
the one side mean flabbiness, pettifogging heartless authority, 
instinctive and automatic sadism: and on the other, me and 
men like me, who have committed serious crimes, to be sure, 
but in whom suffering has brought out marvellous qualities — 
compassion, kindness, self-sacrifice, magnanimity, courage. In 
all sincerity, I’d rather be a convict than a gaoler. 

Only twenty days to go. I was really weak now. I’d noticed 
that my hunk of bread was always among the smaller bits. 
Who could have sunk so low as to pick out a special piece 
for me? For some days my soup had been nothing but hot 
water, and the meat was always a bone with very little on it, 
or else it was a bit of skin. I was afraid I'd fall sick. This 
haunted me all the time. I was so weak that without any effort 
I could go into dreams of every kind, wide awake. This deep 
weariness and the really serious depression that came with it 
worried me badly. I tried to stand up to it and I managed to 
get through the twenty-four hours of every day; but it was 
hard. 

There was a scratching at my door. I snatched in the note. 
It was phosphorescent and it came from Dega and Galgani. 
‘Send a line. Very anxious about your health. Only nineteen 
days left: keep your heart up. Louis, Ignace.’ 

There was a scrap of paper and a bit of lead. I wrote, 
‘Holding out: very weak. Thanks. Papi.’ And when the broom 
scraped against my door again I pushed back the note. No 
cigarettes, no coconut, but this note meant more than all those 
things. The proof of this wonderful, lasting friendship gave 
me the sudden lift I needed. They knew what state I was in 
outside, and if I fell ill my friends would certainly go and see 
the doctor and urge him to look after me properly. They were 
right: only nineteen days to go. I was coming towards the end 
of this exhausting race against death and madness. I must not 
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fall ill. It was up to me to move as little as possible so as to 
use up only the essential calories. [’d do away with the morning 
walk and the one in the afternoon — two hours each. That was 
the only way of holding out. So all night, for twelve hours on 
end, I lay down; and the other twelve hours I sat on my stone 
bench, never stirring. From time to time I got up and did a 
few knee-bends and arm movements; then I sat down again. 
Only ten days left. 

I was walking about in Trinidad, lulled by the one-stringed 
Javanese fiddles with their plaintive tunes when a hideous, 
inhuman roar brought me back to earth. The shout came from 
the cell behind mine or from ancther very near to it. I heard, 
‘Come down here into my pit, you bleeding sod. Aren’t you 
tired of watching me from above? Don’t you understand 
you lose half the fun — you can’t see down into this dark 
hole.’ 

‘Shut up, or you’ll cop it really hard.’ 

‘Ha, ha! Just hear me laugh, you silly bastard. Do you think 
you can find anything worse than this silence? Punish me as 
much as you like: knock me about if you feel like it, you ugly 
son of a bitch: but you’ll never find anything to come up to 
this silence that you force me to live in. No, no, no! I can’t 
stand it any more, I can’t stand never hearing a word! It was 
three years ago I ought to have said ‘‘Shit to you, you bleeding 
sod!’? And I’ve been such a bloody fool that I’ve waited 
thirty-six months before telling you what I think of you, 
because I was afraid of being punished. What I think of you 
and everybody like you, you lousy rotten set of screws.’ 

A few moments later the door opened and I heard, ‘No, not 
like that! Put it on him backwards — it works better that way.’ 

And the poor bastard roared out, ‘Put your stinking strait- 
jacket on whichever way you like, you shit! Put it on back- 
wards and tighten it till I can’t breathe. Put your knee in and 
pull hard on the laces. That won’t stop me telling you your 
mother was a bitch and that’s why you're a heap of shit 
yourself.’ 

They must have gagged him, because I heard nothing more. 
The door closed again. This scene must have shaken the young 
warder, for a few minutes later he stopped in front of my cell 
and said, ‘He must have gone mad.’ 

“You think so? Yet everything he said made very good 
sense.’ 
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That knocked the screw flat. He went off, saying, ‘Well, I 
never expected that from you!’ 

All this had snatched me away from that island full of kind 
people and from the fiddles, the Hindu girls’ tits, and Port of 
Spain harbour, and it had dumped me down again in the grim 
reality of the Réclusion. 

Ten days more: that meant two hundred and forty hours to 
get through. These days were passing by more easily: either 
it was the idea of keeping still that was bearing fruit, or it was 
the lift my friends’ letter had given me. Or more likely I felt 
stronger because of the idea of comparison that forced itself 
upon my mind: here I was within two hundred and forty hours 
of being let out of solitary; I was weak, but my brain was all 
right and my energy only wanted a little more bodily strength 
behind it to be restored. Whereas a couple of yards behind 
me, the other side of the wall, there was a poor type who was 
moving into the first stage of madness by what was probably 
the worst possible door — the one of violence. He’d not live 
long, because his mutiny would provide them with the opportu- 
nity of giving him the whole satisfying range of treatment 
they’d carefully worked out so as to kill him in the most 
scientific manner possible. I blamed myself for feeling stronger 
just because the other chap was beaten. I wondered whether 
I was one of those selfish brutes who go out in the winter 
wearing good shoes, good gloves and a fur-lined coat and who 
watch the ordinary people going to work, badly dressed and 
frozen with cold or at least with their hands blue from the 
morning frost — watch them running for the underground or 
the first bus and eel warmer than before and take a much 
livelier pleasure in their fur lining. Quite often in life every- 
thing is a matter of comparison. True enough, I’ve got ten 
years: but Papillon, he’s got life. True enough, I’ve got a lifer: 
but I’m twenty-eight, whereas he’s fifty, even if he has only 
got fifteen years. 

Right, here I was coming to the end of it, and I was confident 
I should be quite fit from every point of view — health, spirit 
and energy — for a truly outstanding break. The first one had 
been talked about: the second would be carved in the stone of 
one of the prison walls. There was no question about it. I’d 
be off before six months were over, and that was for sure. 

This was the last night I was to spend in solitary. Seventeen 
thousand five hundred and eight hours had passed since I 
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walked into cell 234. My door had been opened once, for me 
to be taken to the governor for punishment. Apart from my 
neighbour, with whom I exchanged a few monosyllables a few 
seconds every day, I had been spoken to four times. Once to 
tell me that at the whistle you had to lower your plank: that 
was the first day. Once the doctor had said, ‘Turn round. 
Cough.’ There had been a longer, livelier conversation with 
the governor. And then the other day a few words with the 
warder who had been shocked by the poor type going mad. It 
didn’t amount to a very great deal by way of light relief. I 
went calmly to sleep, with just this single thought — tomorrow 
they’ ll open my door for good. Tomorrow I'll see the sun, and 
if they send me to Royale I’ll breathe the sea air. Tomorrow 
I'll be free. I burst out laughing. Free? What do you mean? 
Tomorrow you'll officially begin on your sentence of hard 
labour for life. Is that what you call free? I know, I know: but 
there’s no comparison between that and the life I’ve had to 
bear. What state will I find Clousiot and Maturette in? 

At six o’clock they gave me coffee and bread. I felt like 
saying, ‘But I go out today. You’ve got it wrong.’ Then I 
quickly remembered I’d lost my memory, and if I was to go 
and acknowledge I’d been stuffing the governor up like this, 
who knows but he might give me thirty days black-hole to be 
served right away. For whatever happened the law stated that 
I had to leave the solitary confinement prison of Saint-Joseph 
today, 26 June 1936. In four months time I would be thirty. 

Eight o’clock. I’d eaten my whole hunk of bread. I’d get 
something to eat in the camp. The door opened. The deputy- 
governor and two warders appeared. 

‘Charriére, your sentence is finished. This is 26 June 1936. 
Follow us.’ 

I walked out. In the courtyard the sun was already bright 
enough to dazzle me. A kind of general weakness came over 
me. My legs went soft and black spots danced in front of my 
eyes. Yet I’d not gone more than fifty yards; and of them only 
thirty were in the sun. 

When I reached the administration block I saw Maturette 
and Clousiot. Maturette was skin and bone — hollow cheeks, 
sunken eyes. Clousiot was lying on a stretcher. He was grey 
and already he smelt of death. I thought, ‘Brothers, you aren’t 
very pretty. Do I look like that?’ I longed to see myself in a 
mirror. I said to them, ‘You OK, mates?’ 
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They made no reply. Once more I said, ‘You OK?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Maturette softly. 

I wanted to tell them that now solitary was over we were 
allowed to talk. I kissed Clousiot on the cheek. He looked at 
me with his shining eyes and smiled. ‘Good-bye, Papillon,’ 
he said. 

‘No, no. Don’t say that! 

‘I’ve had it: done for.’ 

He died a few days later in the hospital on Royale. He was 
thirty-two and he had been sent down for twenty years for a 
bicycle theft he hadn’t committed. But here was the governor 
coming. 

‘Bring them in. Maturette and Clousiot, you’ve behaved 
well. So Pll put Cenduct good on your file. As for you, Charri- 
ére, you committed a serious crime, so I’ll put what you 
deserve — Conduct bad.’ 

‘Excuse me, Governor, but what crime did I commit?’ 

“You really don’t remember the finding of the cigarettes 
and the coconut?’ 

‘No. Quite honestly I don’t.’ 

‘Come now, what diet have you been on these last four 
months?’ 

‘How do you mean? You mean the food? Always the same 
ever since I came in.’ 

“Well, that crowns everything! What did you eat yesterday 
evening?’ 

“As usual — whatever they gave me. What do I know about 
it? I don’t remember. Maybe beans or fried rice: or some other 
vegetable.’ 

‘So you do have supper then?’ 

‘I should bloody think I do! You don’t imagine I throw my 
bowl out, do you?’ 

‘No: it’s no good. I give it up. All right, Pll withdraw the 
conduct bad. Monsieur X, make out another discharge ticket. 
I'll give you conduct good. All right?’ 

‘It’s only fair. I’ve done nothing to deserve anything else.’ 
And it was with these last words that we left the office. 


The great gate of the Réclusion opened to let us through. With 
just one warder as an escort we walked slowly down the road 
leading to the camp. We were high over the sea — white foam, 
brilliant light. Opposite there was Royale, covered with green 
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trees and red roofs. Devil’s Island, grim and harsh. I asked 
the warder for us to be allowed to sit down for a few minutes. 
He said yes. We sat there, one on Clousiot’s right and the 
other on his left, and without even noticing it we held hands. 
This contact moved us strangely and without a word we 
embraced. The warder said, ‘Come on, boys. We must get 
moving.’ 

And slowly, very slowly, we went down to the camp; there 
we went in side by side, still holding hands, followed by the 
two stretcher-bearers carrying our dying friend. 


Life on Royale 


The moment we were in the yard we were surrounded by the 
convicts, all full of kindness for us. Once again I saw Pierrot 
le Fou, Jean Sartron, Colondini and Chissilia. The warder told 
us we were all three to go to the infirmary, and as we crossed 
the yard at least twenty men went with us. In a few minutes 
Maturette and I had a dozen packets of cigarettes and tobacco 
there in front of us, with piping hot café au lait and the best 
chocolate. Everybody wanted to give us something. The 
orderly gave Clousiot a camphor injection and some adrenalin 
for his heart. A very thin Negro said, ‘Orderly, give him my 
vitamin tablets: he needs them more than me.’ This display of 
solidarity and kindness was deeply moving. 

Pierre le Bordelais asked me, ‘Would you like some dough? 
I’ve got time to pass the hat round before you leave for 
Royale.’ 

‘No, thanks very much: I have some. But you know I’m 
going to Royale, then?’ 

“Yes, the clerk told us. All three of you. Indeed, I think 
you’re all going to hospital.’ 

The orderly was a Corsican strong-arm man from the moun- 
tains. His name was Essari. I knew him very well later on: 
one day Ill tell his whole fascinating story. These two hours 
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in the infirmary went by very fast. We ate well and we drank 
well. Full and happy, we set off for Royale. Nearly all the 
time Clousiot kept his eyes shut, except when I went over and 
put my hand on his forehead. Then he opened them — they 
were already clouded — and said to me, ‘Friend Papi, you and 
I are what you call real friends.’ 

“We’re more than that; we’re brothers,’ I replied. 

Still with just one warder we went down to the shore. Clou- 
siot’s stretcher in the middle, Maturette and I on each side. 
At the camp gate all the convicts wished us good-bye and 
good luck. We thanked them, in spite of their protests, Pierrot 
le Fou hung a knapsack round my neck: it was full of tobacco, 
cigarettes, chocolate and tins of Nestlé’s milk. Maturette had 
one too. He didn’t know who had given it to him. 

Fernandez, the rnedical orderly, and the warder were the 
only ones to go down to the quay with us. He handed us each 
a paper for the hospital on Royale. I gathered that it was the 
convict orderlies Essari and Fernandez who were sending us 
to hospital, without consulting the medicos. Here was the boat. 
Six rowers, two armed warders in the stern-sheets and another 
at the tiller. One of the boatmen was Chapar, of the Marseilles 
stock-exchange business. All right, let’s go. The oars dipped 
into the sea, and as he rowed Chapar said to me, ‘OK, Papi? 
Did you get the coconut all the time?’ 

‘No, not the last four months.’ 

‘I know. There was an accident. The chap behaved well 
though. I was the only one he knew, but he didn’t grass.’ 

“What happened to him?’ 

‘He’s dead.’ 

“You don’t say so! What of ?’ 

‘According to an orderly, it seems they burst his liver, kick- 
ing him.’ 

We landed at the wharf on Royale, the biggest of the three 
islands. The bakery clock said three. The afternoon sun was 
really hot: it dazzled me and warmed me more than IJ cared 
for. A warder called for two stretcher-bearers. Two strongly 
built convicts, immaculately dressed in white and each wearing 
a black leather wrist-band, picked Clousiot up as though he 
weighed no more than a feather: Maturette and I followed 
behind. A warder came along after us, carrying some papers. 

A cobbled road, about four yards wide: heavy going. Fortu- 
nately the two stretcher-bearers stopped every now and then 
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for us to catch up. When we did so I sat down on the shaft 
of the stretcher, just by Clousiot’s head, and I put my hand 
gently on his forehead. Each time he smiled, opened his eyes 
and said, ‘Good old Papi.’ 

Maturette took his hand. ‘Is that you, boy?’ whispered Clou- 
siot. He seemed unspeakably happy, having us close to him. 
During one of the last halts, we met a fatigue-party going off 
to work: they were almost all convicts belonging to my convoy. 
All of them, as they went by, said something friendly. We 
reached the plateau, and there we saw the island’s highest 
authorities sitting in the shade in front of a square white build- 
ing. We went up to Major Barrot, nicknamed Coco sec, and 
the other heads of the establishment. Without getting up and 
without any formalities the major said to us, ‘So it wasn’t too 
tough in solitary, then? Who’s the man on the stretcher?’ 

‘It’s Clousiot.’ 

He had a look at him and then said, “Take them to hospital. 
When they come out, let me know, so I can see them before 
they’re sent to the camp.’ 

At the hospital they put us to bed — very clean beds with 
sheets and pillows — in a big, well-lit ward. The first orderly 
I saw was Chatal, who had been in the high-security ward at 
Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni. He attended to Clousiot right away 
and told a warder to call the doctor. The doctor came at about 
five o’clock. After a long, careful examination, I saw him 
shake his head, looking concerned. He wrote out a prescription 
and then came over to me. He said to Chatal, ‘Papillon and I 
are not very good friends.’ 

“Well, that’s surprising, Doctor, because he’s a decent type.’ 

‘Maybe. But he doesn’t care for me.’ 

‘How come?’ 

‘Because of an examination I carried out in the Réclusion.’ 

‘Doctor,’ I said, “do you call listening to my chest through 
a trap an examination?’ 

‘The service lays down that a convict’s door cannot be 
opened.’ 

‘Fine, Doctor: but I hope for your sake you’re only lent to 
the service and not a part of it.’ 

“We’ll talk about that some other time. I'll try to set you 
on your feet again, you and your friend. As for the other one, 
I’m afraid it may be too late.’ 

Chatal told me he’d been interned on the islands, under 
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suspicion of preparing a break. He also said that Jesus, the 
character who had swindled me during my escape, had been 
murdered by a leper. He didn’t know the leper’s name, and I 
wondered whether it might have been one of those who had 
helped us so generously. 

The life of the convicts on the Iles du Salut was completely 
different from what you might suppose. Most of the men were 
extremely dangerous, dangerous for various reasons. In the 
first place, everybody was well fed, because everything was 
the subject of some racket — spirits, cigarettes, coffee, choc- 
olate, sugar, meat, fish, fresh vegetables, coconuts, cray-fish, 
etc. So they were all perfectly fit and the climate was very 
healthy. The men with limited sentences were the only ones 
with any chance of being let out: those with life, those with 
no hope at all, were all dangerous. Everybody, prisoners and 
warders, were invclved in the rackets that were going on all 
the time. It was not easy to see the pattern at first. The warders’ 
wives looked out for young convicts to do their housework, 
and quite often took them as lovers, too. These ones were 
called houseboys. Some were gardeners, others cooks. It was 
this class of transportee that acted as the link between the 
convict camp and the warders. The other convicts didn’t look 
upon the houseboys with disfavour, because it was thanks to 
them that any racket was possible at all. But they were not 
considered altogether clean — not pure. No real member of the 
underworld would lower himself to do jobs of this sort. Nor 
to be a turnkey: nor to work in the warders’ mess. On the 
other hand, they would pay a great deal for jobs that had 
nothing to do with the screws — cleaners, sweepers, buffalo- 
drivers, hospital orderlies, prison gardeners, butchers, bakers, 
boatmen, postmen. lighthouse keepers. The real hard men 
would accept any of these jobs. A hard man would never work 
on the fatigues of repairing walls or roads or flights of steps, 
nor at planting coconut palms — that is to say, work in the full 
sun or under the supervision of the screws. Working hours 
were from seven until noon and from two o’clock till six. This 
may give you some idea of the atmosphere with all these 
different people living together, prisoners and warders making 
up a positive little town in which everything was discussed 
and commented upon, and where everybody’s activities were 
known to everybody else. 

Dega and Galgani came to spend Sunday with me in the 
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hospital. We had ailloli with fish, fish soup, potatoes, cheese, 
coffee and white wine. We all of us, Chatal, Dega, Galgani, 
Maturette, Grandet and I, ate this meal in Chatal’s room. They 
asked me to tell them about my break in all its smallest details. 
Dega had decided not to make any further attempt at escape. 
He was expecting a pardon from France that would shorten 
his sentence by five years. Counting the three years he’d served 
in France and the three here, that would only leave him four 
to do. He had resigned himself to serving that long. As for 
Galgani, he said a Corsican senator was looking after him. 

Now it was my turn. I asked them what were the best places 
here for an escape. There was a general outcry. For his part, 
Dega had never even thought of the idea; nor had Galgani. 
Chatal was of the opinion that a garden might be a useful 
place for preparing a raft. Grandet told me he was a blacksmith 
in the Public Works. This was a workshop that had everything, 
he said — painters, carpenters, smiths, builders, plumbers: close 
on a hundred and twenty men. Its job was looking after the 
establishment’s buildings. Dega was the head accountant and 
he would put me into any job I wanted. The choice was up to 
me. Grandet offered me half his place as head of a gambling 
table, so that with what I got from the men who played I could 
live decently without having to spend what I had in my charger. 
Later I found that this was a very profitable job, but exceed- 
ingly dangerous. 

Sunday flashed by. ‘Five o’clock already,’ said Dega, who 
was wearing a handsome watch. ‘We must get back to the 
camp.’ As he left, Dega gave me five hundred francs to play 
poker with, because now and then there were very good games 
in our ward. Grandet gave me a splendid lock-back knife that 
he had tempered himself. It was a formidable weapon. ‘Keep 
it on you, day and night.’ 

“What about the searches?’ 

‘Most of the screws who carry them out are Arab tumkeys. 
When a man is listed dangerous, they never find any weapon, 
even if they actually put their hands on it.’ 

“We'll meet again in the camp,’ said Grandet. 

Before he left, Galgani told me he’d already reserved me a 
place in his corner and that we’d be in the same gourbi (the 
members of a gourbi all eat together and money that belongs 
to one belongs to all). As for Dega, he did not sleep in the 
camp but in a bedroom in the administration block. 
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We had been here three days now, but as I spent my nights 
at Clousiot’s side I had not really gathered how life went on 
in this ward of about sixty men. But then Clousiot took a bad 
turn and he was moved into a room where there was already 
another very sick man. Chatal crammed him with morphia. 
He was afraid he wouldn’t live through the night. 

Thirty beds on each side of a ten-foot passage running down 
the middle of the big ward: almost all the beds occupied. The 
whole room lit by two paraffin lamps. Maturette said to me, 
‘They’re playing poker down there.’ I went over to the players. 
There were four of them. 

‘Can I make the fifth?’ 

“Yes. Sit down. A hundred francs is the minimum raise. 
Three hundred to come in. Here’s three hundred francs’ worth 
of chips.’ 

I gave two hundred to Maturette to keep. A Parisian named 
Dupont said to me, ‘We play the English game, with no joker. 
You know it?’ 

“Yes.” 

“Your deal, then.’ 

The speed these men played at was unbelievable. The raises 
had to be very quick or the head of the table would say, ‘Slow 
raise’ and you had to hold everything. It was here I discovered 
a fresh class of convicts — the gamblers. They lived on gam- 
bling, amidst gambling. Nothing apart from gambling inter- 
ested them. They forgot everything, what they had been, the 
length of their sentences, all the things they might do to change 
their lives. Whether their opponent was a decent guy or not, 
only one thing interested them — gambling. 

We played all night long. We stopped when the coffee came 
round. I won one thousand three hundred francs. I was going 
towards my bed when Paulo caught me up and asked me to 
lend him two hundred to go on playing double-handed belote. 
He needed two hundred and he only had one. ‘Here’s three 
hundred. We’ll go splits,’ I said. 

‘Thanks, Papillon: you’re certainly the guy they said you 
were. We’ll be friends.’ He held out his hand, I shook it, and 
he went off beaming with delight. 

Clousiot died that morning. In a moment of clear- 
mindedness the evening before he had told Chatal not to give 
him any more morphia. ‘I want to die in my right senses, 
sitting up in my bed with my friends beside me,’ he said. 
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It was strictly forbidden to go into the isolation rooms, but 
Chatal took the responsibility and our friend was able to die 
in our arms. I closed his eyes. Maturette was quite shattered 
with grief. 

‘Clousiot’s gone, the friend we went right through our splen- 
did break with. They’ve thrown him to the sharks.’ 

When I heard the words, “They’ ve thrown him to the sharks,’ 
my blood ran cold. On the islands there was in fact no grave- 
yard for the convicts. When a prisoner died they went out to 
sea at six o’clock, the time of sunset, and threw him in between 
Saint-Joseph and Royale, in a place infested by sharks. 

My friend’s death made the hospital unbearable for me. I 
sent to tell Dega I would be going out in two days’ time. He 
sent a note saying, ‘Ask Chatal to get you a fortnight’s rest 
in the camp: that way you’ll have time to pick a job you like.’ 
Maturette was going to stay in a little longer. Chatal might be 
able to take him on as an assistant orderly. 

As soon as I left the hospital I was taken up before Major 
Barrot, Coco sec, in the administration block. ‘Papillon,’ he 
said, ‘I wanted to see you before you were sent to the camp. 
You have a very valuable friend here, my chief accountant, 
Louis Dega. He says you don’t deserve the reports that they 
have sent us from France, and that as you look upon yourself 
as an innocent man unjustly condemned, it is natural you 
should be in a state of perpetual revolt. I must tell you I don’t 
altogether agree with him on that point. But what I'd like to 
know is what state of mind you’re in at present.’ 

‘In the first place, sir, and sc I can give you an answer, 
could you let me know what the notes on my file actually 
say?’ 

‘Look for yourself.’ And he passed me a yellow folder in 
which I read roughly this — 

‘Henri Charriére, nicknamed Papillon, born 16 November 
1906 at — in the Ardéche, condemned at the Seine Assizes to 
transportation with hard labour for life for wilful homicide. 
Dangerous from every point of view: to be carefully watched. 
Not to benefit from privileged employment. 

‘Caen Prison: Incorrigible prisoner. Capable of rousing and 
directing a mutiny. To be kept under constant watch. 

‘Saint-Martin-de-Ré: Amenable to discipline but 
undoubtedly has great influence over his companions. Will 
attempt to escape from any place of confinement whatsoever. 


295 


‘Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni: Committed a violent assault 
upon three warders and a turnkey to escape from the hospital. 
Brought back from Colombia. Good conduct during inquiry 
period. Given light sentence of two years solitary confinement. 

‘Réclusion de Saint-Joseph: Conduct good until release.’ 

‘What with all this, my dear Papillon,’ said the governor as I 
handed him back the file, ‘we don’t feel altogether comfortable 
about having you as. a boarder. Would you like to come to an 
agreement with me?’ 

“Why not? It depends on the agreement, though.’ 

‘There’s no sort of doubt that you’re a man who’ll do every- 
thing possible to escape from the islands in spite of every 
difficulty. You may even succeed. Now from my point of 
view, I still have five months of governing this island. Do you 
know what an escape costs a governor here? One year’s ordi- 
nary pay. That is to say, the total loss of the colonial bonus. 
As well as leave delayed for six months and reduced by three. 
And if the inquiry shows there was negligence on the gov- 
ernor’s part, he may lose a stripe. It’s serious, as you see. Now 
if I want to do my job properly I have no right to shut you 
up in a cell or a black-hole just because it’s possible you might 
escape. Unless I think up some imaginary crime. And that’s 
something I don’t choose to do. So I’d like you to give me 
your word not to try to escape until I leave the islands. Five 
months.’ 

‘Governor, I give you my word of honour that I shan’t leave 
while you’re here, so long as it doesn’t exceed six months.’ 

‘I’m leaving in rather under five: that’s certain.’ 

‘All right. You ask Dega, and he’1] tell you I keep my word.’ 

‘I’m sure you do.’ 

‘But in return, Ill ask you for something.’ 

“What?” 

‘That during the five months I must spend here, I should 
be allowed to have the jobs now that I might have had later, 
and even perhaps be allowed to change islands.’ 

‘All right. Agreed. But this must remain strictly between 
ourselves.’ 

“Yes, Governor.’ 

He sent for Dega, who persuaded him that my place was not 
with the good conclucts, but with the crooks in the ‘dangerous’ 
building, where all my friends were lodged. I was given my 
full issue of convict’s equipment, and the governor added some 
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white trousers and jackets that had been confiscated in the 
tailors’ shop. 

So I was carrying two pairs of brand new, perfectly white 
trousers, three jackets and a straw hat as I made my way to 
the central camp, accompanied by a screw. To get there from 
the little administrative block we had to cross the whole 
plateau. We went past the warders’ hospital, going along the 
outside of the thirteen-foot wall that surrounded the entire 
establishment. When we had got almost right round the huge 
rectangle we reached the main gate. Penal Settlement. Ile 
Royale Section. The enormous door was made of wood, and 
it stood wide open. It must have been nearly twenty feet high. 
Two guard-rooms with four warders in each. A sergeant sitting 
on a chair. No rifles: everybody had revolvers. I also saw five 
or six Arab turnkeys. 

When I appeared in the gateway all the warders came out. 
The chief warder, a Corsican, said, ‘Here’s a new one: a big 
boy.’ The turnkeys were preparing to search me, but he stopped 
them. ‘Don’t bugger about, making him show all his kit. Go 
on inside, Papillon. You’ve got lots of friends waiting for you 
in the special block, I’m sure. My name’s Soffrani. Good luck 
here on the islands.’ 

‘Thanks, Chief.’ And I walked into a huge yard in which 
there stood three great buildings. I followed the warder to one 
of them. Over the door it said Block A: Special Category. 
Standing in front of the wide-open door the warder shouted, 
‘Leader!’ An aged convict appeared. ‘Here’s a new one,’ said 
the warder, and walked off. 

I made my way into a very large rectangular hall in which 
there lived a hundred and twenty men. An iron bar, like the 
one in that first building at Saint-Laurent, ran down each of 
its longer sides, broken only by the gaps for the door: this 
door was an iron grill, only closed at night. Between the wall 
and the bar were stretched the pieces of very taut canvas that 
were falsely called hammocks and that served as beds. These 
so-called hammocks were very comfortable and hygienic. Each 
had two shelves fixed over it, anc! on these you could put your 
things: there was one for clothes and one for your food, mug, 
etc. Between the lines of hammocks ran the alley, a passage 
ten feet wide. Here too the men lived in little groups — gourbis. 
Some of these messes had only two men, but in some there 
were aS many as ten. 
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I was scarcely inside before convicts dressed in white came 
hurrying from all round. ‘Papi, come over here.’ ‘No, come 
along with us.’ Grandet took my bag and said, ‘He’s going to 
gourbi with me.’ I followed him. They set up the canvas I was 
to lie on and stretched it tight. ‘Catch. Here’s a feather pillow, 
brother,’ said Grandet, I found many friends. A great many 
Corsicans and types from Marseilles, and a few Parisians: all 
acquaintances from back in France or men I’d known in the 
Santé, the Conciergerie or in the convoy. But I was astonished 
at seeing them and I asked, ‘How come you’re not at work, 
this time of day?’ Everyone laughed very heartily. ‘Oh, you 
can write that one out in capitals! The characters in this block 
who work never do more than an hour a day. Then we come 
back to the gourbi.’ This really was a warm welcome. I hoped 
it would last. But there was one thing I noticed in no time at 
all — a thing I had never expected: in spite of these few days 
spent in hospital I was going to have to learn how to live in 
a group all over again. 

Then something quite extraordinary happened. A fellow 
came in, dressed in white and carrying a tray covered with a 
spotless cloth: he called out, ‘Steak, steak, who wants beef- 
steak?’ Gradually he reached our corner, stopped, lifted the 
linen, and there, in neat rows just like you see them in a French 
butcher’s shop, there was a whole trayful of steaks. It was 
clear that Grandet was a daily customer, because the type 
didn’t ask whether he wanted any but how many he should 
pick out. 

‘Five.’ 

‘Rump or butt?’ 

‘Rump. What do I owe you? Make out the bill, because 
now there’s one more of us it won’t be the same.’ 

The steak-seller brought out a notebook and began doing 
sums. ‘That makes one hundred and thirty-five francs in all.’ 

“Take it out of this and then start a clean sheet.’ 

When the man had gone Grandet said to me, ‘You die like 
a dog here if you’ve got no cash. But there’s one way you 
can get it all the time — a racket.’ 

In penal, a racket meant the way each man sets about getting 
hold of money. The camp cook sold the meat meant for the 
prisoners — sold it as steaks. When it was issued to him at the 
kitchen he cut off round about half. According to the pieces, 
he prepared joints, steaks or stewing beef. Some was sold to 
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the warders through their wives and some to the convicts who 
had the money to pay for it. Of course the cook handed over 
part of what he made this way to the screw in charge of the 
kitchen. The first block where he peddled his wares was always 
Block A, Special Category — our building. 

So a racket meant the cook who sold meat and dripping; 
the baker who sold fancy bread and the long thin white loaves 
meant for the warders; the butcher who sold meat too; the 
medical orderly who sold injections; the clerk who was paid 
for getting you any particular job or just for having you let 
off a fatigue; the gardener who sold fresh vegetables and fruit; 
the convict laboratory assistant who sold the results of analyses 
and even went so far as to manufacture phony consumptives, 
phony lepers and phony cases of enteritis; the men who 
specialized in stealing from the yards of the warders’ houses 
and who sold eggs, chickens and soap; the houseboys who 
traded with the women they worked for and who brought 
anything they were asked to bring — butter, condensed milk, 
powdered milk, tins of tunny or sardines, cheese, and of course 
wine and spirits (in this way there was always a bottle of Ricard 
in our gourbi, as well as English and American cigarettes); and 
also those who were allowed to go fishing and who sold what 
they caught. 

But the best racket, and the most dangerous, was keeping 
a gambling table. The rule was that there could never be more 
than three or four heads of table in each block of a hundred 
and twenty men. The man who wanted to take a table would 
turn up one night as the game began and say, ‘I want a place 
as a banker.’ 

‘No,’ they would say. 

‘Everybody says no?’ 

‘Everybody.’ 

“Well then, I name So-and-so: I'll take his place.’ 

The man whose name he said knew what had to be done. 
He would get up, walk to the middle of the room, and there 
they would fight it out with the knife. The winner took the 
table. The bankers had five per cent of all winnings. 

Gambling provided the occasion for other little rackets or 
at least ways of earning money. There was the character who 
spread the smoothed blankets on the floor; the one who hired 
out small stools for the players who couldn’t sit cross-legged; 
and the cigarette seller. He spread out several empty cigar 


299 


boxes on a blanket, with cigarettes in them — French, English, 
American or even hand-made. Each had its price showing, and 
the card-player helped himself, scrupulously putting the money 
in the box. And then there was the man who looked after the 
paraffin lamps and saw to it they didn’t smoke too much. 
These lamps were made out of condensed milk tins with a 
hole in the top for the wick, which had to be snuffed frequently. 
For the ones who didn’t smoke, there were sweets and cakes 
— making them was a separate racket. And each block had one 
or two coffee sellers: they made their coffee in the Arab way, 
and kept it hot all night under two jute sacks. From time to 
time they would go up and down the room peddling coffee or 
chocolate kept hot in a kind of home-made haybox. 

Then lastly there was the stuff they made to sell — the junk. 
This was a kind of handyman’s racket. Some worked the 
tortoiseshell the fishermen brought in: the right sort of turtle’s 
shell has thirteen scales, and they can weigh as much as five 
pounds apiece. Crafismen turned them into bracelets, earrings, 
necklaces, cigarette-holders, combs and brush backs. I even 
saw a jewel box made of a blond tortoiseshell, a beautiful 
piece of work. Others carved coconut shells and cow or buffalo 
horn, or made snakes out of a local hard-wood or of ebony. 
Still others went in for very perfect cabinet-making, all put 
together without a single nail. The most skilful of the lot 
worked in bronze. And of course there were the painters. 

Sometimes several craftsmen would combine to carry out a 
single project. For example, a fisherman would catch a shark. 
He’d prepare its jaws, wide open and with all the teeth properly 
arranged and brightly polished. Then a cabinet-maker would 
make a small-scale anchor out of a hard, cross-grained wood, 
wide enough in the middle for a painting. The anchor would 
be wedged into the open jaws, and a painter would paint the 
Iles du Salut with the sea all round. The most usual subject 
was this: the headland of Ile Royale, Saint-Joseph beyond and 
the strait between the two; the setting sun, with its rays spread- 
ing over the blue sza; on the water a boat, with six convicts, 
bare to the waist, standing and holding their oars straight up 
in the air; in the stern, three warders with sub-machine-guns. 
In the bows two men tilting a coffin with the body of a dead 
convict, swathed in flour sacks, sliding out of it: sharks on the 
surface, waiting open-mouthed for the corpse. In the bottom 
right-hand corner the words Funeral at Royale, and the date. 
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All these different kinds of junk were sold to the warders’ 
houses. The finest pieces were often bought in advance or 
made to order. The others were sold on board the ships that 
touched at the islands. This was the boatmen’s province. And 
then there were the jokers who'd take an old battered mug 
and engrave on it This mug belonged to Dreyfus — Ile du 
Diable and the date. And the same with spoons and bowls. 
There was a sure-fire piece of junk for the Breton sailors — 
anything at all that had the name Sezenac on it. 

This non-stop racketing meant that a great deal of money 
came into the islands, and it was in the warders’ interest to let 
it come. The men were completely absorbed in their schemes — 
they were easier to handle and they settled down in their new 
lives. 

Homosexuality was officially recognized, or close on. 
Everybody, from the governor downwards, knew that So- 
and-so was So-and-so’s wife, and if one was sent to another 
island the other was soon sent after him — if, indeed, they 
weren’t sent together. 

Out of all these men, there weren’t three in a hundred who 
thought of escaping from the islands. Even those serving life 
sentences. The only way of setting about it was to use every 
possible means of being un-interned and sent to the mainland 
— to Saint-Laurent, Kourou or Cayenne. But this would only 
work for those with a set number of years. For the lifers, it 
was impossible except in the case of manslaughter: if you 
killed someone you were sent to Saint-Laurent to be tried. But 
to get there you had to confess; and that meant the risk of five 
years solitary for manslaughter, without any certainty of being 
able to use the short stay in the punishment block at Saint- 
Laurent — three months at the most — for an escape. 

You could also try to be un-interned for health reasons. If 
you were certified tubercular they would send you to the place 
for consumptives called the Nouveau Camp, fifty miles from 
Saint-Laurent. 

Leprosy would work too, or chronic enteritis with dysentery. 
It was fairly easy to get the certificate, but it involved running 
a hideous risk — that of living for close on two years in a 
special isolation wing with the patients suffering from the 
disease you had chosen. It was only a step between wanting 
to pass for a leper and actually catching the disease, or going 
in with lungs like a first-rate pair of bellows and coming out 
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a consumptive: and the step was quite often made. As for 
dysentery, it was even harder to escape the infection. 

So here I was, settling down in Block A with my hundred 
and twenty companions. I had to learn how to live in this 
society: it was one in which you were very quickly classified. 
In the first place everybody had to know you couldn’t be 
shoved around. And then once you were feared you had to 
earn respect by the way you behaved with the screws, by never 
accepting certain jobs, by refusing certain fatigues, by never 
acknowledging the turnkeys’ authority and by never obeying 
them, even if it meant a row with a warder. If you had been 
gambling all night, you mustn’t even get up for the roll-call. 
The leader, or man in charge of the block, would call out, 
‘Sick: in bed.’ In the two other blocks the warders would 
sometimes go in, have a look at the so-called invalid and make 
him come out for the roll-call. Never in the tough boys’ block. 
When all was said and done, what they were all of them 
looking for, whether they were big or small, was a quiet life 
in this penal settlement. 

My friend Grandet, my messmate, came from Marseilles. 
He was thirty-five, tall and as thin as a rail, but very strong 
indeed. We had been friends in France. We had gone around 
together at Toulon, as well as in Marseilles and Paris. He was 
a well-known safe-breaker. He was good-natured, but he could 
be an exceedingly ugly customer. 

This particular day I was almost alone in the huge room. 
The leader was sweeping and mopping the cement floor. I 
noticed a man busy repairing a watch, with one of those 
wooden things screwed into his left eye. Over his hammock 
there was a shelf with perhaps thirty watches hanging on it. 
His face was that of a man of thirty, but his hair was completely 
white. I went over. watched him working, and then tried to 
get into conversation with him. He never even looked up — 
remained silent. I went off, rather irritated, and walked out 
into the yard. I sat in the wash-house, and there I found Titi 
la Belote practising with a brand-new pack. His nimble fingers 
shuffled and reshuffled the thirty-two cards with incredible 
speed. His conjuror’s hands went on without a pause, as he 
said to me, ‘Well, brother, how are you getting along? You 
like it on Royale?’ 

“Yes, but today I’m fed up. I’m going to get myself a little 
job of some sort: that way I'll get out a bit. Just now I felt 
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like having a natter with a guy that was mending a watch, and 
he wouldn’t even answer.’ 

“You’re telling me he didn’t, Papi. That character doesn’t 
give a fuck for anyone on God’s earth. His watches, and the 
rest can go to hell. It’s true he has the right to be mental, after 
what happened to him. It would certainly have driven me 
round the bend. Listen: this young chap — you can say young, 
because he’s not thirty — was condemned to death last year 
for the so-called rape of a warder’s wife. All genuine guaran- 
teed crap. He’d been stuffing the woman he worked for, a 
Breton chief warder’s certificated wife, time out of mind. He 
worked there as houseboy, so every time the Breton was on 
day-duty, the watchmaker stuffed the bird. But they made one 
error: the broad wouldn’t let him wash and iron the clothes 
any more. She did it herself, and her cuckold of a husband, 
who knew she was bone-idle, found that very quaint indeed 
and began to have his doubts. But he had no proof of his 
horns. So he worked out a scheme to catch them actually at 
it and kill them both. He reckoned without the woman’s pres- 
ence of mind. One day he left duty two hours after having 
come on and he asked a warder to go back to his house with 
him, saying he’d give him a ham they’d sent him from his 
village. He walked in through the garden gate without making 
a sound, but the moment he opened the front door of the 
cottage a parrot started bawling out ‘‘Here’s the boss!’’ as it 
always did when the screw came home. The same second the 
woman screeched, ‘‘Rape! Rape! Help, help!’’ The two screws 
came into the bedroom just as the woman disentangled herself 
from the convict: he jumped out of the window as the cuckold 
fired at him. He got the bullet in his shoulder and at the 
same time the broad scratched her tits and cheek and tore her 
dressing-gown. The watchmaker fell, and just as the Breton 
was going to finish him off the other screw took his gun away. 
I must tell you this other screw was a Corsican and right away 
he’d understood his chief’s story was so much cock and it 
was no more a question of rape than it was of butter up her 
arse. But the Corsican couldn’t very well open his mind to the 
Breton on the subject, so he behaved like he believed in the 
rape. The watchmaker was condemned to death. Well, brother, 
nothing surprising so far. It was afterwards it turned interesting. 

‘Now here on Royale, in the punishment block, there’s a 
guillotine, with each part carefully put away in a special place. 
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In the yard there are the five paving slabs they set it up on, 
all carefully cemented down and levelled. Every week the 
executioner and his assistants, a couple of convicts, set it up 
with its knife and all the other fixings, and they slice through 
two banana stems. That way, they know it’s always working 
properly. 

‘So there was this Savoyard, the watchmaker, in a con- 
demned cell with four others who were for it too — three Arabs 
and a Sicilian. All five were waiting for the result of the 
petition for reprieve their defending warders had put in. 

‘One morning the guillotine was set up and suddenly the 
Savoyard’s door burst open. The executioners darted at him 
and hobbled his feet. Then they tied his hands with the same 
line, so it ran down to the hobble. They cut his collar open 
with scissors, and then with little hobbled steps in the dawn 
twilight he walked the twenty yards. As you know, Papillon, 
when you reach a guillotine, you are brought face to face with 
an upright plank, and they tie you to it with the straps fixed 
along the edge. So they strapped him on, and they were just 
going to swing him level, with his head over the edge for the 
knife, when Coco sec, the one who’s governor now, turned 
up — he has to be present at all executions. He was carrying 
a big hurricane-lamp and the moment he lit up the scene he 
saw these bastards of screws had got it wrong — they were 
going to cut off the watchmaker’s head, and that particular 
day, the watchmaker had just not been invited to the party. 

“**Stop! Stop!’’ shouts Barrot. He was so shook, it seems 
he couldn’t speak properly. He dropped his hurricane-lamp, 
shoved them aside. screws and executioners, and undid the 
Savoyard himself. At last he managed to give some orders. 
“‘Take him back to his cell, orderly. Take care of him — give 
him some rum and stay with him. And you, you bloody fools, 
go and get hold of Rencasseu as quick as you like — he’s the 
one that’s being executed today and not anybody else!”’ 

‘The next day the Savoyard’s hair was snowy white, just 
like you saw it today. His defender, a screw from Calvi, wrote 
another petition to the minister of justice, telling him about 
what had happened. The watchmaker was pardoned and given 
life instead. Ever since, he’s spent his time mending the 
screws’ watches. That’s his one passion. He goes on and on 
checking the time they keep; that’s why there are so many 
hanging on his shelf. So now you understand the guy has a 
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right to be a little old-fashioned, am I right or am I wrong?’ 

‘Right, Titi: after something like that, he’s certainly allowed 
to be what you might call unsociable. I’m genuinely sorry for 
him.’ 


Every day I learnt something more about this new kind of life. 
Block A did indeed contain a rich mixture of formidable men 
— formidable both where their past was concerned and in the 
way they behaved in everyday life. I was still not working: I 
was waiting for a cleaner’s jot that would leave me free to 
wander about the island after three quarters of an hour of 
work; and I should have the right to go fishing. 

That morning, at the roll-call for the coconut planting 
fatigue, Jean Castelli’s name was called. He stepped from the 
ranks and said, ‘What’s all this. You mean I’m being sent to 
work? Me?’ 

“Yes, you,” said the screw in charge of the fatigue. ‘Here, 
take hold of this mattock.’ 

Castelli stared at him coldly. ‘Man, get this: you have to 
come from some remote hole in the country to know how to 
handle this sort of an object. You have to be a provincial, like 
you. I’m a Marseilles Corsican. In Corsica we throw picks 
and spades and such a great way off; and in Marseilles we 
don’t even know they exist. Keep your mattock and leave me 
in peace.’ 

The young screw who, as I learnt later, didn’t know how 
things worked here yet, threatened Castelli with the mattock 
handle. All together the hundred and twenty men roared, 
‘Touch him, you scum, and you’re a dead man!’ 

‘Fall out,’ shouted Grandet, and without bothering about the 
offensive positions the screws had taken up, we all went back 
indoors. 

Block B marched off to work. Block C too. A dozen screws 
came back and closed the barred door — this rarely happened. 
An hour later there were forty screws either side of the door, 
sub-machine-guns at the ready. Deputy governor, head warder, 
chief warder, ordinary warders: they were all there except for 
the governor himself, who had gone off at six to inspect Devil’s 
Island, before the incident. The deputy governor said, ‘Dacelli, 
call the names, one by one.’ 

‘Grandet?’ 

‘Here.’ 
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‘Come out.’ 

He went out into the middle of the forty screws. Dacelli 
said, ‘Go to your work.’ 

‘T can’t.’ 

“You’re refusing?’ 

‘No, I’m not refusing. I’m ill.’ 

‘Since when? You didn’t report sick at the first roll-call.’ 

‘This morning I wasn’t ill: now I am.’ 

The first sixty men called up made exactly the same reply, 
one after the other. Only one went so far as to refuse to 
obey. No doubt he cid so in order to get himself sent back to 
Saint-Laurent and be brought up in front of a court-martial. 
When they said, ‘You’re refusing?’ he answered, ‘Yes, I’m 
refusing: three times over.’ 

‘Three times over? Why?’ 

‘Because you make me throw up. I flatly refuse to work for 
such a bleeding set of bastards as you.’ 

The tension was very, very great. The screws, particularly 
the young screws, could not bear being humiliated in this way 
by the convicts. They were waiting for just one thing — a 
threatening movement that would allow them to go into action 
with their guns, now pointing at the ground. 

‘All the men who’ve been called out, strip! Quick march to 
the cells.’ As the clothes came off so every now and then you 
heard the clash of a knife ringing on the macadam of the yard. 
At this moment the doctor appeared. ‘Right. Halt! Here’s the 
doctor. Doctor, please would you examine these men? Those 
who are not found to be sick, straight to the black-hole. The 
others can stay in their block.’ 

‘Are there sixty reporting sick?’ 

“Yes, Doctor: all except for that man over there — he refused 
to work.’ 

‘First man,’ said the doctor. ‘Grandet, what’s wrong with 
you?’ 

‘A stomach turned by gaolers, Doctor. We’re all of us men 
sent down for long sentences and most of us for life, Doctor. 
No hope of escape on the islands. So we can only bear this life 
if there’s a certain amount of give and take in the application of 
the rules. But this rnorning a warder went so far as to try and 
knock out a comrade we all think highly of — knock him out 
with a mattock handle there in front of us all. It wasn’t in 
self-defence, because the man hadn’t threatened anyone. All 
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he’d said was he didn’t want to use a mattock. That’s the real 
reason for our epidemic. I leave it to you.’ 

The doctor bowed his head, thought for a good minute, 
and then said, ‘Orderly, write this: ‘‘On account of a mass 
food-poisoning, medical warder So-and-so will take the neces- 
sary steps to purge the transpcrtees who have reported sick 
today: he will give them each twenty grammes of sodium 
sulphate. As for transportee X, please have him placed under 
observation in the hospital so that we can judge whether he 
was in full possession of his faculties when he refused to 
work.’ 

He turned his back on the group and walked off. 

‘Everyone inside!’ shouted the deputy governor. ‘Pick up 
your things, and don’t forget your knives.’ 

That day everybody stayed indoors. No one was allowed 
out, not even the man who fetched the bread. At about noon, 
instead of soup, the medical warder and two convict orderlies 
brought in a wooden pail full of sodium sulphate. Only three 
men were obliged to swallow the purge. The fourth fell on the 
pail in a wonderfully imitated epileptic fit, and flung the purge, 
the bucket and the spoon in every direction. With this the 
whole incident was closed, except that the block leader had 
the trouble of mopping up the rness. 

I spent the afternoon talking to Jean Castelli. He had come 
to eat with us. He ordinarily messed with a man from Toulon, 
Louis Gravon, who had been sent down for stealing furs. When 
I spoke to him of escaping, his eyes gleamed. He said, ‘Last 
year I very nearly made a break, but it went sour on me. I 
was pretty sure you weren’t the. kind of man who would sit 
quietly here. The only thing is, you might as well talk Greek 
as talk about a break here on the islands. What’s more, I see 
you haven’t yet understood what kind of men they are, these 
island convicts. Ninety per cent of the characters you see are 
fairly happy here. No one will ever inform on you, whatever 
you do. You kill somebody, and there’s never any witness: 
you steal — the same thing. Whatever a man may have done, 
the ranks close to protect him. There’s only one thing the 
convicts on the islands are afraid of, and that is that a break 
should succeed. For if that happens, good-bye to their compara- 
tively peaceful existence — continual searches, no cards any 
more, no music — the instruments are smashed during the 
searches — no more chess or draughts, no more books, no 
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nothing. No junk, either. Everything, absolutely everything, is 
done away with. Non-stop searches. Everything disappears — 
sugar, oil, steak, butter, everything. Every time a man has 
made a break from the islands he’s been picked up on the 
mainland, round about Kourou. But as far as the islands are 
concerned, the break has succeeded — the guys have managed 
to get off the island. And so the screws are punished and then 
they take it out on everybody else.’ 

I listened with al] my ears. I was astonished — amazed. I’d 
never seen the question in that light at all. 

‘The moral,’ said Castelli, ‘the moral is, that when you make 
up your mind to escape, set about it with the utmost caution. 
Before talking to a guy who’s not a very close friend already, 
think it over ten times.’ 

Jean Castelli was a professional burglar: he possessed most 
unusual willpower and intelligence. He loathed violence. His 
nickname was |’ Antique. For example, he would only wash 
with common soap; and if I washed with Palmolive he’d say, 
‘Lord, it smells of buggery here! You’ve been washing with 
tart’s soap.’ He was fifty-two, alas; but it was a pleasure to 
see his terrific energy. He said, ‘Papillon, anyone would think 
you were my son. Life here doesn’t interest you. You eat well 
because you have to keep fit; but you’d never settle down to 
live your life here in the islands. I congratulate you. There are 
only half a dozen of us out of all the convicts who think that 
way. Above all, about escaping. Sure, there are quantities of 
men who’d pay a fortune to get themselves un-interned and 
so go to the mainland to make a break there. But here nobody 
believes in escaping.’ 

Old Castelli advised me to learn English and to talk Spanish 
with Spaniards whenever I could. He lent me a book to learn 
Spanish in twenty-four lessons. And a French-English diction- 
ary. He was close friends with a Marseillais called Gardés, 
who knew a great deal about escaping. He had made two 
breaks himself. The: first was from the Portuguese penal settle- 
ment; the second from the mainland. He had his own ideas 
about escaping from the islands: so had Castelli. Gravon, the 
Toulonnais, had his opinions too. None of these ideas 
coincided. From that day on, I made up my mind to take my 
own decisions and not to talk about escaping any more. 

It was rough, but that was how it was. The only thing they 
agreed upon was that there was no sort of point in gambling 
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except to make money; and that it was very dangerous. At 
any time you might be called upon to tackle any tough guy 
that challenged you to come out with a knife. They were all 
three men of action and for their age they were really terrific: 
Louis Gravon was forty-five and Gardeés close on fifty. 

Yesterday evening it so happened that I let almost every 
man in our block know my point of view and my idea of right 
behaviour. A little guy from Toulouse was challenged to fight 
— with knives of course — by « Nimois. The little guy from 
Toulouse was nicknamed Sardine and the big tough from 
Nimes, Mouton. ‘Either you pay me twenty-five francs every 
poker game, or you don’t play.” 

Sardine said, ‘Nobody’s ever paid anybody anything for 
playing poker. Why pick on me? Why don’t you go for the 
men at the Marseilles game?’ 

‘That’s none of your business. Either you pay or you don’t 
play: or you fight.’ 

‘No, I shan’t fight.’ 

“You climb down, then?’ 

“Yes. Because I’m not going to risk getting a stab or being 
killed by a gorilla like you that’s never gone off on a break. 
I’m here to make a break: I’m not here to kill or get myself 
killed.’ 

We were all tense to see what would happen. Grandet said 
to me, ‘The little one is a good guy, that’s for sure; and he’s 
a right escaper. What a pity. we can’t say anything.’ 

I opened my knife and laid it under my thigh. I was sitting 
in Grandet’s hammock. 

‘Well then, yellow-boy, are vou going to pay or are you 
going to stop playing? Speak up.’ He took a step towards 
Sardine. 

Then I called out, ‘You shut your bloody trap, Mouton, and 
leave the guy alone.’ 

‘Are you crazy, Papillon?’ said Grandet. 

Still sitting there motionless with my open knife under my 
thigh and my hand on its hilt, I said, ‘No, I’m not crazy, and 
you can all of you listen to what I’ve got to say. Mouton, 
before I fight with you, which Ill certainly do if you insist 
upon it even after you’ve heard my piece, just let me tell you 
and all the others that since I’ve been in this block, where 
there are more than a hundred of us, and all genuine crooks, 
I have been ashamed to see that the one right thing — the 
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finest, most worthwhile, the one pure thing — the break, is not 
respected. Now any man who has proved he is a genuine 
escaper, any man with guts enough to risk his life in a break, 
ought to be respected by one and all, quite apart from anything 
else. Does any man contradict me?’ Silence. “You got laws 
all right, but you lack the most important one of all, the one 
that says everybody must not only respect an escaper but must 
also help him and tack him up. Nobody’s required to go off 
on a break and I quite admit it’s reasonable most of you should 
make up your minds to live your lives here. But if you don’t 
possess the spirit to try and make another life for yourselves, 
do at least pay the breakers the respect they deserve. If anyone 
forgets this natural law, let him expect serious consequences. 
And now, Mouton, if you still want a fight, let’s go!’ And I 
leapt into the middle of the room, knife in hand. Mouton threw 
his down and said, ‘You’re right, Papillon: so I won’t fight 
you with a knife. But I will with fists, to show you I’m not 
yellow.’ 

I left my knife with Grandet. We went for one another like 
wild cats for about twenty minutes. At last, with a lucky butt, 
I just managed to win. We went off to the latrine together to 
wash the blood off our faces. Mouton said, ‘You’re right: we 
grow dull and stupid on the islands. Here I have been these 
fifteen years now, and I haven’t even spent so much as a 
thousand francs on trying to get myself un-interned. It’s 
shameful.’ 

When I went back to the gourbi Grandet and Galgani bawled 
me out. ‘Are you mental, insulting everybody like that? It was 
a bleeding miracle no one jumped out into the alley to have 
a go at you with the knife.’ 

‘No, brothers, there’s nothing surprising about it. Every 
man belonging to our world admits it when somebody else is 
absolutely dead right.’ 

“Well, maybe so,’ said Galgani. ‘But you’d be wise not to 
arse about with dynamite too much.’ 

All that evening men came and spoke to me. They came 
over as if by chance and talked about just anything at all; then, 
before they went, they’d say, ‘I agree with what you said, 
Papi.’ This incident placed me exactly. 

From that time on my companions certainly looked upon 
me as a man belonging to their world, but as one who would 
not bow to accepted notions without analysing them and argu- 
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ing about them. I noticed that when I was the one in charge 
of the table there were fewer wrangles; and when I gave an 
order it was obeyed right away. 

The head of the table, as I said, took five per cent on every 
winning bet. He sat on a bench with his back to the wall as a 
protection against murder — a possibility that was always there. 
A rug over his knees hid a wide-open knife. In a circle round 
him, thirty, forty, and even sometimes fifty gamblers from 
every part of France as well as many foreigners, including 
Arabs. The game was very simple. There was the banker and 
the cutter: every time the banker lost he passed the cards on 
to his neighbour. They played with fifty-two cards. The cutter 
cut the pack and left one card face down. The banker dealt a 
card face up on the blanket. Then the bets were made. They 
laid their money either on the cut or on the banker. When the 
bets were all in little heaps on the table, the cards were dealt 
one by one. Any card of the same value as one of the two on 
the table lost. For example, the cutter would have a queen 
hidden and the banker would have turned up a five. If a queen 
came up before a five, then the cut was the loser. If it was the 
other way about and a five came up, then it was the bank that 
lost. The head of the table had to know the amount of each 
stake and remember which was the cutter and which the banker 
so as to know which way the money was to go. This was not 
easy. You had to defend the weak against the strong, who 
were always trying to throw their weight about. When the 
head of the table made a decision in a tricky case, that decision 
had to be accepted without a murmur. 

Last night an Italian named Carlino was murdered. He lived 
with a boy who acted as his wife. They both worked in a 
garden. He must have known his life was in danger, because 
when he slept the boy kept watch: and the other way about. 
They’d put empty tins under their hammock so that no one 
could slip under it without making a noise. And yet he was 
murdered, and from below. Immediately after his shriek there 
was a terrible clatter of tins as the killer scattered them. 

Grandet was running the Marseilles game with more than 
thirty players all round him. I was standing near, talking. The 
shriek and the noise of the empty tins stopped the game. 
Everyone sprang up, asking what had happened. Carlino’s 
boy-friend had seen nothing, and Carlino was no longer breath- 
ing. The block leader asked if he should tell the warders. No. 
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It would be time to tell them tomorrow, at the roll-call: since 
he was dead, there was nothing to be done for him. 

Grandet spoke up. ‘Nobody heard anything. You didn’t hear 
anything, either, boy,’ he said to Carlino’s friend. ‘When they 
wake us tomorrow, you'll notice he’s dead.’ 

And before you could say knife the game had begun again. 
As if nothing had happened the players went back to their cry 
of ‘Cutter! No, banker!’ etc. 

I waited impatiently to see what would happen when the 
warders discovered there’d been a killing. Half past five, first 
bell. Six o’clock, second bell and coffee. Half past six, third 
bell and we went out for the roll-call in the usual way. But 
this time it was different. At the second bell the block leader 
said to the screw who came round with the coffee-man, ‘Chief, 
a man’s been killed.’ 

“Who?’ 

‘Carlino.’ 

‘OK,’ 

Ten minutes later six screws appeared. ‘Where’s the 
corpse?’ 

‘Over there.” They saw the dagger driven into Carlino’s 
back through the canvas. They pulled it out. 

‘Stretcher-bearers, take him away.’ Two men carried him 
off. The sun rose. The third bell rang. Still holding the bloody 
knife, the head warcler gave the order. ‘Everyone outside, lined 
up for roll-call. No sick men allowed to stay in bed today.’ 

Everyone went outside. The governors and the chief warders 
were always there for the morning roll-call. The names were 
called. When they reached Carlino’s, the block leader replied, 
‘Died during the night: has been taken to the morgue.’ 

‘Right,’ said the screw who was calling the roll. 

When everybody had answered present, the head of the 
camp held up the knife and said, ‘Does anyone recognize this 
knife?’ Nobody replied. ‘Did anyone see the murderer?’ Dead 
silence. ‘So as usual nobody knows anything at all. March 
past in front of me one by one with your hands stretched out: 
then each man to his work. It’s always the same, Major: there’s 
no way of finding out who did it.’ 

‘Inquiry closed,’ said the governor. ‘Keep the knife: tie a 
label on stating it was the one used to kill Carlino.’ 

That was all. I went back indoors and I lay on my hammock 
to get a little sleep, for I had not had a wink all night. Just as 
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I was going off I reflected that a convict didn’t amount to 
much. Even if he was murdered in the most cowardly way, 
they wouldn’t bother to find cut who did it. As far as the 
administration was concerned a convict didn’t count at all. 
Less than a dog. 


I decided to begin work as a cesspitman on Monday. At half 
past four I’d go out with another man and empty the pots in 
Block A — our pots. The rules said you had to take them 
right down to the sea to empty them. But if he was paid, the 
buffalo-driver would wait for us on the plateau at a place 
where a narrow cemented channel ran down to the water. Then 
quickly, in less than twenty minutes, we emptied all the tubs 
into this channel and poured six hundred gallons of sea water 
to carry it all down. This sea water came in a huge barrel and 
we gave the driver, a pleasant Martinique Negro, twenty francs 
a go. We helped the whole lot on its way with a stiff broom. 
As this was my first day of work, carrying the tubs on their 
two wooden handles tired my wrists. But I soon got used to 
it. 

My new mate was a very kindly, helpful type; yet Galgani 
told me he was an exceedingly dangerous man. It seemed he 
had committed seven murders ori the islands. His own particu- 
lar racket was selling shit. After all, every gardener had to 
have manure. For this, he would dig a pit, and put dried leaves 
and grass into it; then my black man would secretly take one 
or two tubs of the cess to the garden we pointed out to him. 
Of course, this could not be done alone, so I had to help him. 
But I knew it was very wrong, because by contaminating 
the vegetables it might spread dysentery not only among the 
warders but also among the convicts. I made up my mind that 
one day, when I knew him better, I’d stop him. Of course I’d 
pay him so that he wouldn’t be a loser by giving up his racket. 
Apart from this, he also made ornaments out of horn. As far 
as fishing was concerned, he said he couldn’t tell me anything; 
but down on the wharf Chapar or someone else might be able 
to help me. 

So there I was — a cesspit man. Every day when work was 
over I had a good shower, put on a pair of shorts, and went 
fishing wherever I chose. There was only one thing I was 
required to do — be in the camp at noon. Thanks to Chapar I 
was well supplied with rods and hooks. When I went up the 
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road carrying red mullet threaded through their gills on a wire, 
the warders’ wives would often call out from their cottages. 
They all knew my name. ‘Papillon, sell me five pounds of 
mullet.’ 

“Are you sick?’ 

‘Have you got a sick child?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Then I shan’t se.] you my fish.’ 

I made quite large catches and I gave them to friends in the 
camp. I swapped fish for long thin loaves, vegetables or fruit. 
In my gourbi we ate fish at least once a day. I was on my way 
up with a dozen big crayfish and about fifteen pounds of mullet 
one day, and as I passed in front of Major Barrot’s house a 
rather fat woman said to me, ‘You’ve had a good catch, Papil- 
lon. Yet the sea’s rough and nobody else has caught any. It’s 
at least a fortnight since I’ve eaten any fish. What a pity you 
don’t sell them. My husband tells me you won’t let the 
warders’ wives buy any.’ 

‘That’s true, Madame. But maybe it’s different with you.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because you’re fat, and perhaps meat is not good for 
you.’ 

‘That’s quite true. I’ve been told I should only eat vegetables 
and simply-prepared fish. But here it’s not possible.’ 

‘Here, Madame, take these crayfish and mullet.’ And I gave 
her about five pounds of fish. 

From that day on, every time I made a good catch, I gave 
her what was needed for a proper diet. She knew very well 
that on the islands everything was bought and sold, and yet 
she never said anything to me but ‘Thank you.’ She was right, 
because she sensecl I would take it amiss if she offered me 
money. But she often asked me in. She herself would pour 
me out a pastis or a glass of white wine. If she was sent 
figatelli from Corsica, she gave me some. Madame Barrot 
never asked me a single question about my past. She only let 
out one thing, when we were speaking about the penal settle- 
ment one day — ‘It’s true you can’t escape from the islands; 
but it’s better to be here in a healthy climate than rotting on 
the mainland.’ 

It was she who told me about the origin of the name of 
these islands: once when there was an epidemic of yellow 
fever at Cayenne, the White Fathers and the nuns of a convent 
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took refuge there and they were all saved. Hence the name 
Iles du Salut. 


Thanks to my fishing, I could go everywhere. It was three 
months now that I had been cesspit man and I knew the island 
better than anyone. I went and looked at the gardens under 
the pretext of trading my fish for vegetables and fruit. The 
gardener of one that lay at the edge of the warders’ graveyard 
was Matthieu Carbonieri; he belonged to my gourbi. He 
worked there by himself and it occurred to me that later on a 
raft could be made or buried in his garden. Two months more 
and the governor would be gone. I should be free to act. 

I got things organized: I was officially the cesspit man and 
so I went out as if I were going about my work, but in fact it 
was the Martiniquais who did it for me — being paid for his 
trouble, of course. I began to make friends with two brothers- 
in-law who were serving life sentences, Narric and Quenier. 
They were called the pram boys. | was told they’d been accused 
of turning a debt-collector they’d murdered into a block of 
concrete. It was said that witnesses had seen them pushing 
this block in a pram; and they were supposed to have tossed 
it into the Marne or the Seine. The investigation proved that 
the collector had gone to their place to get the money for a 
bill and that he’d never been seen since. They denied it all 
their lives long. Even in penal they swore they were innocent. 
But although the police never found the body, they did find 
the head, wrapped up in a handkerchief. Now in the brothers’ 
house there were handkerchiefs that ‘according to the experts’ 
were of the same weave and the same thread. But they and 
their lawyers showed that thousands and thousands of yards 
of this same cloth had been turned into handkerchiefs. Every- 
body had them. In the end the two brothers-in-law got life and 
the wife of one, who was the sister of the other, got twenty 
years solitary. 

I managed to get to know them well. They were builders, 
so they could go in and out of the Public Works yard. Maybe 
little by little they would be able to bring me out what was 
needed to make a raft. I’d have to persuade them. 

Yesterday I met the doctor. I was carrying a forty-pound 
fish called a mérou — very good eating. We walked up towards 
the plateau together. Half way we rested on a low wall. He 
told me you could make a delicious soup with a mérou’s head. 
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I gave it to him, together with a big lump of its flesh. This 
astonished him, and he said, ‘You’re not one for bearing a 
grudge, Papillon.’ 

‘Well, Doctor, this wasn’t really for me. I owed it to you 
because you did everything you possibly could for my friend 
Clousiot.’ 

We talked for a while, and then he said, ‘You really would 
like to escape, wouidn’t you? You’re not an ordinary convict. 
You give me the feeling of being quite a different sort of person.’ 

‘You’re right, Doctor. I don’t belong in penal. I’m only here 
on a passing visit.’ 

He began to laugh, but then I tackled him. ‘Doctor, do you 
believe a man can make himself a new life?’ 

“Why, yes.’ 

“Would you be prepared to say that I might live in society 
without being a danger to it, and that I might turn myself into 
a respectable member of the community?’ 

‘I do sincerely believe that that is so.’ 

‘Then why don’t you help me bring it about?’ 

‘How?’ — 

‘By getting me un-interned as a consumptive.’ 

Now he confirmed something I’d heard before. ‘It’s not 
possible, and I advise you never to do it. It’s too dangerous. 
The Administration only un-interns a man for health reasons 
after he’s spent at least a year in the wing set apart for that 
particular disease.’ 

“Why?’ 

‘It’s rather shameful, but I believe it’s so that if the man in 
question is malingering, he shall know he’s got a very fair 
chance of being genuinely infected by being in with the other 
patients, and indeed so that he may catch the disease. So I 
can’t do anything for you.’ 

From that day on the medico and I were quite friendly. Up 
until the time he nearly killed my friend Carbonieri. Now 
Matthieu Carbonieri, in agreement with me, had accepted the 
job of cook-storekeeper in the head warders’ mess. It was to 
see whether it would be possible, what with the wine, the oil 
and the vinegar, to steal three barrels that we could fix together 
in order to get out to sea. There were great difficulties, because 
in the course of the same night we’d have to steal the barrels, 
get them down to the sea without being heard or seen and lash 
them together with cables. The only chance would be a stormy 
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night with wind and rain. But with wind and rain the hardest 
thing would be launching the raft into the sea, which would 
necessarily be very rough. 

So Carbonieri was cook. The head of the mess gave him 
three rabbits to prepare for the next day, a Sunday. Luckily 
Carbonieri skinned them before sending one to his brother 
down on the wharf and two to us. Then he killed three fat cats 
and made a splendid dish. 

Unfortunately for Carbonieri, the doctor was invited the 
next day, and as he was tasting the rabbit he said, ‘Monsieur 
Filidori, I congratulate you on your cooking: this cat is 
delicious.’ 

‘Don’t you make game of me, Doctor: these are three fine 
plump rabbits we’re eating.’ 

‘No,’ said the doctor, as obstinate as a mule. ‘This is cat. 
Do you see these ribs I’m eating now? They’re flat. Rabbits 
have rounded ribs. So there’s no mistake possible: what we’re 
eating is cat.’ 

‘Almighty God in heaven, Cristacho!’ cried the Corsican. 
‘There’s cat in my stomach!’ He tore into the kitchen, clapped 
his revolver to Matthieu’s nose and said, ‘You may be a Napo- 
leonist like me, but I’m going to kill you for having made me 
eat cat.’ 

He was glaring like a maniac. Carbonieri couldn’t under- 
stand how he knew: but he said, ‘If you choose to call the 
things you gave me cats, that’s not my fault.’ 

‘ gave you rabbits, man.’ 

‘Well, that’s what I cooked. Look, the heads and skins are 
still here.’ 

The screw saw the rabbits’ heads and skins and he was 
completely taken aback. ‘So the doctor doesn’t know what 
he’s talking about?’ 

“Was it the doctor who said it?’ asked Carbonieri, breathing 
once more. ‘He’s pulling your leg. Tell him that kind of joke’s 
not funny.’ 

Quite happy, Filidori went back to the dining-room and said 
to the doctor, ‘Talk away as much as you like, Doc. The wine 
has gone to your head. Round ris or flat, I know it’s rabbit 
I’ve been eating. I’ve just seen their three jackets and their 
three heads.’ Matthieu had had a narrow squeak. Still, a few 
days later he thought it better to resign his post as a cook. 

* 
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The time when I should be free to act was coming nearer. 
Only a few weeks now and Barrot would be off. Yesterday I 
went to see his fat wife, who, by the way, had grown much 
thinner on her diet of plain fish and vegetables. The kind 
woman asked me in to give me a bottle of Quinquina. The 
room was full of half-packed cabin trunks. They were getting 
ready to go. The major’s wife said, ‘Papillon, I don’t know 
how to thank you for your kindness to me during these last 
months. I know that some days when you didn’t catch many 
fish you gave me all you had. I thank you most sincerely. 
Thanks to you I feel very much better — I’ve lost thirty pounds. 
What can I do to show you my gratitude?’ 

‘Something you’ll find hard, Madame. I need a good com- 
pass. Accurate, but small.’ 

“What you’re asking is not much, Papillon, and yet at the 
same time it’s a great deal. And with only three weeks left, 
it’s going to be difficult.’ 

A week before their departure, this great-hearted woman 
had still not been able to get hold of a good compass, so she 
took the boat and went to Cayenne. Four days later she was 
back with a magnificent antimagnetic compass. 

Major Barrot and his wife left this morning. Yesterday he 
banded over the command to an official of the same rank, a 
man called Prouillet, who came from Tunisia. One piece of 
good news: the new governor had confirmed Dega in his place 
as chief accountant. This was very important for everybody, 
above all for me. The new governor addressed the body of 
convicts lined up in the main courtyard, and he gave the 
impression of being a very intelligent, very energetic man. 
Among other things, he said to us, ‘From today I take over 
command of the Iles du Salut. Having observed that my prede- 
cessor’s methods have produced positive results, I see no 
reason to alter the existing state of affairs. Unless your 
behaviour forces me to do so, there doesn’t seem to me any 
necessity for changing your way of life.’ 

It was with a very understandable delight that I saw the 
major and his wife sail away, although these five months of 
obligatory waiting had passed with extraordinary speed. What 
with this false liberty almost all the convicts on the islands 
enjoyed, and the gambling, the fishing, the talk, the new 
acquaintances, the arguments and the fights, I had not had time 
to get bored — they were all very strong distractions. 
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Yet I’d not really let myself be entrapped by this atmosphere. 
Every time I made a new friend § wondered, ‘Might he be the 
man for a break? Even if he doesn’t want to escape, might he 
help another man to do so?’ 

That’s all I lived for — escape, escape, by myself or with 
others: but in any case to escape, to have it away, to make a 
break. It was an obsession: following Jean Castelli’s advice I 
never talked about it, but it haunted me. And I’d accomplish 
my idea] without weakening: I’d break out and away. 
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Seventh Exercise-Book 
The Iles du Salut 


A Raft in a Grave 


By the end of five months. I’d come to know every nook and 
cranny on the island. At present it seemed to me that the best 
place for making «a raft was the garden my friend Carbonieri 
had near the graveyard — he was no longer there. So I asked 
him to take his garden back but with nobody to help him. He 
agreed. Thanks to Dega he was given it. 

As I was passing by the new governor’s house this morning 
with a fine catch cf red mullet hanging on my wire I heard a 
convict houseboy tell a young woman, ‘Madame, there’s the 
man who used to bring Madame Barrot fish every day.’ And 
then I heard the good-looking, dark, sunburnt woman -— rather 
the Algerian type — say to him, ‘So that’s Papillon?’ And 
calling out to me she said, ‘I’ve had delicious crayfish caught 
by you at Madame Barrot’s. Come in. I’m sure you’d like a 
glass of wine and a little of the goat cheese I’ve just received 
from France.’ 

‘No thank you, Madame.’ 

“Why not? You came all right for Madame Barrot, so why 
not for me?’ 

‘Because her husband said I could.’ 

‘Listen, Papillon: my husband’s in command of the camp, 
and I’m in command of the house. Walk in and don’t be 
afraid.’ I felt that this self-willed, pretty woman might either 
be useful or dangerous. I walked in. 

In the dining-room she gave me some smoked ham and 
some cheese. Without any ceremony she sat down opposite 
me and poured me out wine, then some coffee and excellent 
Jamaica rum. ‘Papillon,’ she said, ‘in spite of all the fuss of 
her going and us arriving, Madame Barrot had time to tell me 
about you. I know she was the only woman on the islands 
who had fish from you. I hope you’l] do me the same favour.’ 

‘That’s was because she was ill; but as far as I can see, 
you're perfectly fit.’ 


320 


T can’t lie, Papillon. Yes, I’m quite well, but I come from 
a seaport and I just love fish. I’m from Oran. There’s only 
one thing that worries me — I also know you don’t sell your 
fish. That really is awkward.’ 

To cut it short, we agreed that I should bring her fish. I was 
just smoking a cigarette, having given her a good seven pounds 
of mullet and six langoustines, when the governor appeared. 

He saw me and said, ‘Juliette, I’ve told you that apart from 
the houseboy no transportee is to come into the house.’ 

I stood up, but she said, ‘Sit down. This transportee is the 
man Madame Barrot told me about before she left. So it’s 
nothing to do with you. No one will come in except for him. 
Besides, he’s going to bring me fish whenever I need it.’ 

‘All right,’ said the governor. ‘What’s your name?’ 

I was going to-stand up to reply when Juliette put her hand 
on my shoulder and made me sit down again. ‘This is my 
house,” she said. ‘The governor’s not the governor here: he’s 
my husband, Monsieur Prouillet.’ 

‘Thank you, Madame. My name’s Papillon.’ 

‘Ha! I’ve heard about you and your escape from the hospital 
at Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni three years ago and more. And it 
so happens that one of the warders you stunned was none 
other than our nephew.’ At this Juliette laughed — fresh, young 
laughter — and said, ‘So you’re the one who knocked Gaston 
out? That won’t change our relations in the least.’ 

The governor was still standing: he said to me, ‘The number 
of killings and murders committed every year on the islands 
is unbelievable. Many more than on the mainland. How do 
you account for this, Papillon?’ 

“Why, Governor, here the men can’t escape, so they’re full 
of ill-temper. They live on top of one another for years on 
end, and it’s natural their friendships and enmities should be 
very, very strong. Besides, less than five per cent of the man- 
slaughters or murders are solved, so the killer is pretty well 
sure of getting away with it.’ 

‘That’s a reasonable explanation. Since when have you been 
fishing, and what job do you do so that you can fish?’ 

‘I’m a cesspitman. I finish my work by six in the morning, 
and that allows me to go off with my rod.’ 

‘All the rest of the day?’ asked Juliette. 

‘No. I have to be back in camp at noon, and then I’m 
allowed out again from three to six. It’s a nuisance, because 
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what with the change of the tide, I sometimes lose the right 
time for fishing.’ 

“You'll give him a special pass, won’t you, darling?’ said 
Juliette, turning to her husband. ‘From six in the morning till 
six at night: that way he’ll be able to fish whenever he likes.’ 

‘All right,” he said. 

I left the house, pleased with myself for having behaved 
like this, because these three hours from noon till three o’ clock 
were of the greatest value. This was the time of the siesta, and 
as almost all the warders were asleep it meant that security 
was much less tight. 

Juliette took me and my fishing over almost entirely. She 
even went so far as to send the young houseboy to see where 
I was so he could come and fetch my catch. He often turned 
up and said, ‘The governor’s wife sent me for everything 
you’ ve caught, because she’s got guests coming and she wants 
to make a bouillabaisse,’ or something else of that kind. In 
short, she owned my fishing and she’d even ask me to try to 
catch some particular fish or other, or to dive for langoustines. 
This was quite a serious nuisance from the point of view of 
the gourbi’s menu, but on the other hand I did have a marvel- 
lous friend at court. She was civil, too. ‘Papillon, high tide’s 
at one o’clock, isn’t it?’ ‘Yes, Madame.’ ‘Come and eat at the 
house, then, so you won’t have to go back to the camp.’ And 
I would eat at her place, never in the kitchen, but always in 
the dining-room. She’d sit there opposite me, helping me to 
food and pouring out the wine. She was not as delicate as 
Madame Barrot. She would often question me rather artfully 
about my past. I always avoided my life in Montmartre, which 
was the thing that interested her most, and told her about my 
childhood and youth. At these times the governor would be 
asleep in his bedroom. 

One morning when I’d made a very good catch early in the 
day, I called at her house at ten o’clock, carrying close on 
sixty langoustines. I found her sitting there in a white dressing- 
gown, with a young woman standing behind curling her hair. 
I said good-morning and offered her a dozen langoustines. 

‘No, give me the lot,’ says she, using the very intimate tu. 
‘How many are there?’ 

‘Sixty.’ 

‘That’s fine. Just leave them there, will you? How many 
fish do you and your friends need?’ 


322 


‘Eight.’ 

‘Then you take your eight and give the rest to the houseboy 
to put in the refrigerator.’ 

I didn’t know what to say. She’d never said tu to me before, 
above all not in front of another woman who was certainly 
going to talk about it. I was about to go, feeling horribly 
awkward, when she said, ‘Sit still: stay where you are and 
have a pastis. You must be hot.’ 

I was so taken aback by her authoritarian attitude I sat down. 
Slowly I drank my pastis, smoking and watching the young 
woman who was combing the governor’s wife’s hair, glancing 
at me from time to time as she did so. The governor’s wife 
had a glass in her hand and she noticed this. She said, ‘My 
boy-friend’s handsome, isn’t he, Simone? All you other 
women are jealous of me, aren’t you?’ And they giggled 
together. I didn’t know which way to look. Stupidly I blurted 
out, ‘Fortunately your boy-friend, as you call him, can’t be 
very dangerous: the position he’s in, he can’t be anyone’s 
boy-friend.’ 

“You’re not going to tell me you don’t want to be my 
boy-friend,’ said Juliette. ‘You’re one of these lions nobody’s 
been able to tame, and yet I can twist you round my little 
finger. There must be some reason for that, don’t you think, 
Simone?’ 

‘I don’t know what reason there can be,’ said Simone. ‘But 
you’re a proper old bear for everybody except the governor’s 
wife, Papillon, and that’s a fact. Such a bear that the chief 
warder’s wife told me that last week when you were going by 
with more than thirty pounds of fish you wouldn’t let her have 
the two miserable objects she sco longed for, there being no 
meat at the butcher’s.’ 

‘Ha, ha! That’s a new one to me, Simone!’ said Juliette. 

‘Do you know what he said to Madame Kargueret the other 
day?’ went on Simone. ‘She saw him going along with some 
langoustines and a great big moray eel. ‘‘Sell me that moray. 
Papillon, or at least half of it,’” she says. ‘“You know we 
Bretons cook moray very well.’” “‘It’s not only the Bretons 
that appreciate it,’ says he. ‘‘Plenty of people, including those 
from the Ardéche, have known it was a prime dish since the 
days of the Romans.’’ And he walked on without selling her 
anything at all.” They laughed and laughed. 

I went back to the camp in a rage and that evening I told 
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the gourbi the whole story. ‘It’s very serious,’ said Carbonieri. 
‘That bitch is putting you in a dangerous position. Go there 
as little as you possibly can and only when you know the 
governor’s at home.’ Everybody was of the same opinion. I 
made up my mind to do just that. 

I'd chanced upon a joiner from Valence. He was almost a 
fellow-countryman of mine. He’d killed a government game- 
keeper. He was a furious gambler, always in debt: by day he 
worked like mad at making junk and at night he’d lose all 
he’d earned. He often had to provide some particular object 
or other to satisfy a creditor; and when he had to do this they 
took advantage of him, and for a rosewood box worth three 
hundred francs they’d give him a hundred and fifty or two 
hundred. I decided to tackle him. 

In the wash-house one day I said, ‘I want to talk to you 
tonight. I'll wait for you in the latrines. I'll give you the 
nod.’ That night there we were alone, where we could talk in 
peace. I said, ‘Do you know we’re from the same part, 
Bourset?’ 

‘No! How come?’ 

‘Aren’t you from Valence?’ 

‘That’s right.’ 

“Well, I’m from the Ardéche. So we’re countrymen.’ 

“What of it?’ 

‘Just this — I don’t like seeing them exploit you when you 
owe money and they give you only half the value of something 
you’ve made. Bring it to me, and I’ll give you the full price. 
That’s all.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Bourset. 

I stepped in again and again to help him. He was perpetually 
at cross-purposes with the men he owed money to. Everything 
went well until the day he contracted a debt to Vicioli, a 
Corsican hill-bandit and a good friend of mine. It was Bourset 
who told me; furthermore he said Vicioli was threatening him 
if he couldn’t produce the seven hundred francs he owed. He 
had a little writing-desk almost ready but he couldn’t say when 
it would be finished because he had to work on it in secret — 
no one was allowed to make furniture of any size because of 
the amount of wocd it needed. I told him I’d see what I could 
do. And I made an agreement with Vicioli to put on a little 
act. 

Vicioli was to bring pressure to bear on Bourset and threaten 
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him very seriously indeed. I’d come in and save the situation. 
That’s just what happened. Ever after this business that had 
supposedly been cleared up by me, I had Bourset right there 
in my pocket, where I wanted him to be — he trusted me 
absolutely. For the first time in his life as a convict he could 
breathe easy. At this point I decided to risk it. 

One evening I said to him, ‘I’ve got two thousand francs 
for you if you’ll make the thing I want — a raft big enough 
for two, in sections that’ll fit together.’ 

‘Listen, Papillon, there’s no one else I’d do that for. But 
for you I’m ready to run the risk of two years solitary if I’m 
caught. There’s only one snag — I can’t take wood of any size 
out of the yard.’ 

‘I’ve got someone who can.’ 

“Who?’ 

‘The pram boys, Naric and Quenier. How are you going to 
set about it?’ 

‘We must draw a scale plan to begin with and then make 
the pieces one by one, with mortises so that everything’ll fit 
together perfectly. The difficulty will be to find wood that 
floats, because here on the islands everything’s hardwood and 
sinks.’ 

“When can you let me know?’ 

‘In three days.’ 

“Would you like to go with me?’ 

‘No.’ 

“Why not?’ 

‘I’m afraid of the sharks and of drowning.’ 

‘Will you promise to help me right through to the end?’ 

‘I swear it on the heads of mv children. The only thing is, 
it’s going to take a long time.’ 

‘Listen carefully: this very day I’ll set you up a defence in 
case of anything going wrong. Ill copy the plan of the raft 
on exercise-book paper myself. Underneath I'll write, Bourset, 
if you don’t want to be murdered, just you make the raft shown 
above. Later on I'll give you written orders for the making of 
each section. When each one is finished, you’ll put it in a 
certain place. It’ll be taken away. Don’t try to find out who 
by or when’ (this idea seemed to relieve his mind). ‘In this 
way I prevent you being tortured if you’re taken, and you only 
risk six months at the most.’ 

‘And what if you’re the one that’s caught?’ 
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‘In that case it’]l be the other way around. I'l] admit I wrote 
the notes. You’ve got to keep these written orders, of course. 
Is it a deal?’ 

“Yes.” 

“You’re not frightened?’ 

‘No, I’m not afraid any more; it’]] make me happy to help 
you.’ 

I did not tell anyone. I was waiting for Bourset’s definitive 
answer first. It was not until a tedious, endless week had gone 
by that I was able to talk to him alone, in the library. There 
was no one else there. It was a Sunday morning. In the yard, 
under the wash-house, the gambling was in full swing. Close 
on eighty players and the same number of men watching. 

Straight away he filled my heart with sunshine. ‘The hardest 
thing was to make sure of having enough light, dry wood. I 
got round that by thinking up a kind of wooden frame to be 
filled with dry coconuts — the nuts still in their husks, of course. 
There’s nothing lighter than that fibre, and the water can’t get 
into it. When the raft’s ready, it’1] be up to you to get enough 
coconuts to fill it. So tomorrow I'll start on the first section. 
It'll take me about three days. Any time after Thursday one 
of the pram boys can take it away during the first lull. Ill 
never begin another piece before the last has left the yard. 
Here’s the plan I made: you copy it and write me the letter 
you promised. Have you spoken to the pram boys?’ 

‘No, not yet: I was waiting for your answer.’ 

“Well, now you’ ve had it. It’s yes.’ 

“Thanks, Bourset. I don’t know how to thank you. Look, 
here’s five hundred francs.’ 

Looking me straight in the eye, he said, ‘No, keep your 
money. If you get to the mainland you’ll need it for the next 
part of the break. From today on I shan’t gamble until you’ve 
gone. I can always make enough with a few little jobs to earn 
my cigarettes and my steak.’ 

“Why won’t you take it?’ 

‘Because I wouldn’t do this even for ten thousand francs. 
The risk is too great, even with all your precautions. But for 
free, that’s something else again. You’ve helped me: you’ve 
been the only one to stand up for me. Although I’m frightened, 
I’m still happy to help you to be free again.’ 

As I sat there, copying the plan on a sheet torn from an 
exercise-book, Bourset’s simple, direct greatness of heart filled 
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me with shame. It had never even occurred to him that my 
behaviour might have been calculated or insincere. To rise a 
little in my own esteem, I had to tell myself that I had to 
escape, at any cost at all, even if necessary at the price of 
trickery and not always very pretty situations. That night I 
spoke to Naric, whom they called Bonne Bouille, and who 
was to tell his brother-in-law later. Without any hesitation he 
said, ‘You can rely on me to get the sections out of the yard 
for you. Only don’t be in too much of a hurry, because we 
can only get them out when we’re taking a good deal of stuff 
for some building job on the island. In any case, I promise 
we'll not let any chance slip by.’ 

Good. Now I only had to talk to Matthieu Carbonieri, for 
he was the man I wanted to make the break with. He agreed 
one hundred per cent. 

‘Matthieu, I’ve found a man who’ll make me tthe raft: 
I’ve found a man who’ll get the sections out of the yard for 
me. It’s up to you to find a place in your garden to bury 
it in.” 

‘No, a kitchen-garden would be too dangerous, because 
there are screws that go stealing vegetables at night, and if 
they were to walk on the bed and notice it was hollow under- 
neath, we’d have had it. I'll hollow out a place in a retaining 
wall — I'll take out a big stone and make a kind of little cave. 
That way, when a section comes along, I'll only have to lift 
the stone, hide the wood, and put it back again.’ 

‘Should the sections be taken straight to your garden?’ 

‘No, that would be too risky. The pram boys couldn’t say 
what they were doing in my garden. The best thing is to work 
out a scheme for them to leave each piece in some different 
place, not too far from the garden.’ 

‘Right.’ 

Everything seemed to be running smoothly. There were still 
the coconuts. I’d have to find out how I could get a sufficient 
number together without drawing attention to myself. 

And now I began to feel as if | were coming to life again. 
All there was left to do was to speak to Galgani and Grandet. 
I had no right to keep quiet, because they might be accused 
of complicity. The normal thing would be to make an open 
breach with them and go and live by myself. When I told them 
I was going to make preparations for an escape and so I ought 
to live apart from them, they bawled me out and flatly refused. 
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“You go off as soon as ever you can. As for us, we’ll manage. 
Meanwhile, stay with us — we can cope, all right.’ 


It was a month now that plans for the break had been on the 
go. I'd already received seven pieces of the raft, two of them 
big ones. I’d been to see the retaining wall in which Matthieu 
had hollowed out the hiding-place. You couldn’t see the stone 
had been moved, because he’d taken care to put moss all round 
it. The hiding-place was perfect, but the hollow seemed to me 
too small to hold everything. Still, it was big enough for the 
moment. 

The fact that I was getting ready for a break put me in 
terrific spirits. I was eating better than I’d ever eaten before, 
and fishing kept me wonderfully fit. On top of that, I did more 
than two hours of physical training on the rocks every morning. 
It was my legs I concentrated on, because fishing already 
looked after my arms. I discovered a splendid exercise for my 
legs: I waded in deeper than I would for ordinary fishing and 
the waves came breaking against my thighs. To withstand their 
force I kept all my muscles taut. The result was excellent. 

Juliette, the governor’s wife, was still very pleasant with 
me, but she’d noticed that I only went to her house when her 
husband was there. She told me so frankly, and to make me 
easy in my mind she said she had only been joking, that day 
when her hair was being done. Still, the young woman who 
had acted as hairdresser watched for me often enough when I 
was coming back from fishing, and she always had something 
kind to say — was [ well? How was I getting along? So every- 
thing was fine. Bourset never lost a chance to make me a 
section. It was two and a half months now since we had begun. 

The hiding-place was full, as I had foreseen. There were 
only two sections to come now, the longest ones — the first 
over six feet and the other about five. These sections would 
not be able to get into the hiding-place. 

I noticed a fresh grave over in the cemetery: it belonged to 
the wife of one of the warders — she had died last week. A 
miserable withered bunch of flowers lay upon it. The keeper 
of the graveyard was an old, half-blind convict they called 
Papa. He spent all day sitting in the shade of a coconut palm 
in the opposite corner of the cemetery, and from where he 
was, he couldn’t see the grave nor if anyone was going towards 
it. So I had the idea of making use of this grave for putting 
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the raft together and filling the frame with as many coconuts 
as possible. Between thirty and thirty-four — many fewer than 
we had thought. I had more than fifty stored in different places. 
In Juliette’s yard alone there were twelve. The houseboy 
thought I’d left them there meaning to extract the oil one day. 

When I heard that the dead woman’s husband had left for 
the mainland, I made up my mind to scoop out some of the 
earth from the tomb, going down as far as the coffin. 

Sitting there on his wall, Matthieu Carbonieri kept watch. 
He had a white handkerchief on his head, tied at the four 
corners. Just by him, there was another handkerchief, also tied 
at the corners, but red this time. So long as there was no 
danger, he kept the white one on. If anyone appeared, whoever 
it might be, Matthieu put on the red handkerchief. 

This very dangerous work took me one afternoon and one 
night: no more. I had to widen the hole to the breadth of the 
raft — four feet plus a little room for play — so it was not 
necessary to take the earth away as far down as the coffin. 
The hours seemed endless, and the red handkerchief appeared 
several times. At last this morning it was finished. The hole 
was covered over with plaited palm fronds, making a fairly 
solid kind of floor. Earth scattered over the whole, with a little 
border. It could scarcely be seen. I was at the very end of my 
tether. 

It was three months now that the preparations for this break 
had been going on. We had taken all the sections, numbered 
and assembled, out of the hiding-place and now they lay upon 
the good lady’s coffin, well hidden by the earth which covered 
the mats. In the place in the wall we put three flour-sacks and 
two yards of rope for the sail, a bottle full of matches and 
strikers, and a dozen tins of milk: that was all. 

Bourset grew more and more worked up. You would have 
thought it was him who was going rather than me. Naric was 
sorry now that he had not said yes to begin with. We’d have 
worked on a raft for three rather than two. 

It was the rainy season and rain fell every day; this was an 
advantage when I went to the hiding-place, where I had almost 
finished setting up the raft. The only parts unfixed were two 
side pieces in the frame. I had brought all the coconuts nearer 
and nearer to my friend’s garden. They were in the open 
buffalo-stable, where they could be taken easily and without 
risk. My friends never asked what stage I had reached. From 
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time to time they’d just say, ‘OK?’ ‘Yes, fine.’ ‘It’s taking 
rather a long time, isn’t it?’ ‘We can’t go faster without its 
being too risky.’ That was all. When I was taking away the 
coconuts I had stored at Juliette’s she saw me and gave me a 
most horrible fright. 

“Why, Papillon, so you’re going to make that coconut oil. 
Why don’t you do it here in the yard? There’s a mallet here 
to open them with and I’ll lend you a big saucepan.’ 

‘I’d rather do it at the camp.’ 

‘How odd: it can’t be very convenient there.’ She thought 
for a moment and then said, ‘Do you know what? I don’t 
believe you’re going to make coconut oil at all.’ My blood 
ran cold. She went on. ‘In the first place, what would you do 
with it, since you can get all the olive oil you want from me? 
Those nuts are for something else, aren’t they?’ 

The sweat was dripping off me: right from the start I’d been 
expecting the word escape. My breath came short. I said, 
‘Madame, it’s a secret: but as you are so curious — you want 
to know about it so much that you’ll spoil the surprise. All 
I'll tell you is that these big nuts were chosen so that I could 
make you something really pretty out of the shells. That’s the 
truth of it.’ 

I'd won, for she replied, ‘Papillon, don’t put yourself out 
for me: and I absolutely forbid you to spend any money on 
making me anything. I’m truly grateful, I really am, but I ask 
you not to do it.’ 

‘All right: we’ll see.’ Relief, relief. Straight away I asked 
her to give me a pastis, which was something I never did. 
Luckily, she didn’t notice my shattered state. The Lord was 
with me. 

It rained every day, particularly in the afternoon and at 
night. I was afraid the water would wash away the sprinkling 
of earth and uncover the palm-frond mats. Matthieu continually 
kept replacing the earth that was carried away. Underneath, 
everything must be quite soaked. With Matthieu’s help I pulled 
the mats off — the water was almost over the top of the coffin. 
Things were growing critical. Not far away there was a vault 
with two children who had died long ago. One day we forced 
off the cover: I got in and with a short crowbar I set about 
the cement, going to work as low as possible on the side where 
the grave with the raft was. Once I was through the cement, 
I had hardly driven the bar any distance into the earth before 
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a great jet shot in. It was the water from the grave pouring 
into the vault. I came out when it reached my knees. We put 
the slab back and ran the white putty Naric had given me 
round the edge. This operation drained off half the water in 
our grave-hiding-place. That evening Carbonieri said, ‘There’l] 
never be an end to the things that go wrong with this break.’ 

‘We’re almost there, Matthieu.’ 

‘Almost: let’s hope so. We were both on hot bricks — very 
hot bricks.’ 

That morning I went down to the harbour. I asked Chapar 
to buy me five pounds of fish — I’d come and fetch it at noon. 
Right. I went up again to Carbonieri’s garden. As I got nearer 
I saw three white caps. Why three screws in the garden? Were 
they making a search? It wasn’t usual. I’d never seen three 
screws all at once at Carbonieri’s place. I waited for more 
than an hour and then I couldn’t bear it any longer. I made 
up my mind to push on and see what was happening. Quite 
openly I walked up the path leading to the garden. The screws 
watched me coming. When I was about twenty yards from 
them I was exceedingly interested to see Matthieu putting on 
his white handkerchief. I could breathe easy now, and I had 
time to collect myself before I reached them. 

‘Good morning, Messieurs les Surveillants. Good morning, 
Matthieu. I’ve come for the pawpaw you promised me.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Papillon, but it was stolen this morning when I 
went to get sticks for my runner beans. But there’ll be some 
others ripe in four or five days: they are beginning to turn 
yellow already. Well, now, warders, wouldn’t you like a few 
lettuces and tomatoes and radishes for your wives?’ 

“Your garden’s very well kept, Carbonieri,’ said one of 
them. ‘I congratulate you.’ 

They took the tomatoes, lettuces and radishes, and went off. 
I left ostentatiously some little time before them, carrying two 
lettuces. I went by the graveyard. The rain had washed half 
the earth off the grave. Ten yards. off I could see the mats. If 
we hadn’t been discovered, the Lord really was with us. 

Every night the wind blew like fury, howling madly and 
roaring over the plateau: and often it brought rain with it. Let’s 
hope it would last. It was the ideal time for getting away; but 
not for the grave. 

The biggest piece of wood, the six-footer, had been delivered 
safely. It had gone to join the other sections of the raft. I’d 


331 


even placed it: it fitted into the mortises exactly, to a hair’s 
breadth, without any force. Bourset ran all the way to the camp 
to find out whether I had received it — the long piece of wood 
was of the very first importance, but it was most uncommonly 
awkward and bulky. He was delighted to know that everything 
had passed off well. You would have thought he wasn’t sure 
of its getting there. I questioned him. ‘Were you in doubt? Do 
you think someone knows what’s up? Have you told anyone 
in private? Tell me.’ 

‘No. Absolutely no.’ 

“Yet it seems to me something’s worrying you. Tell.’ 

‘I had a nasty feeling because of the way a guy called Bébert 
Celier watched — curiously interested, he was. I felt he’d seen 
Naric take the piece of wood from under the workbench, put 
it in the lime barrel and then carry it off. He watched Naric 
as far as the gate of the yard. The brothers were going to 
whitewash a building. That’s why I was worried.’ 

I said to Grandet, ‘This Bébert Celier is in our block: so 
he’s not an informer.’ 

He said, “That man goes in and out of the Public Works as 
he likes. It’s quite obvious the sort of guy he is — penal bat- 
talion, one of those bad bargains of the Army who’s been 
through all the military prisons of Algeria and Morocco, quar- 
relsome, dangerous with a knife, red-hot after boys, and a 
gambler. He’s never had any life as a civilian. In a word — no 
bloody good and extremely dangerous. Prison is his life. If 
you feel suspicious, get in first — kill him tonight, and then if 
he means to shop you, he won’t have time for it.’ 

‘There’s nothing to prove he’s an informer.’ 

‘That’s true,’ said Galgani. ‘But there’s nothing to prove 
he’s a decent type, either. Convicts of that kind don’t like 
breaks, as you know. Breaks upset their quiet little well- 
organized lives. There’s nothing else on earth they’d inform 
about, but for a break — who can tell?’ 

I asked Matthieu Carbonieri’s advice. He was in favour of 
killing him that night. He wanted to do it himself. I was fool 
enough to stop him. I hated the idea of killing someone on 
mere appearances, or letting him be killed. What if Bourset 
had only imagined it all? Fear might have made him see things 
that weren’t there. I questioned Naric. ‘Bonne Bouille, did you 
notice anything about Bébert Celier?’ 

‘No: I didn’t. I carried the barrel out on my shoulder so the 
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turnkey on the gate shouldn’t see into it. We’d agreed I should 
stand there just in front of him, without putting the barrel 
down, and wait for my brother to catch me up. That was so 
the Arab should see I was in no hurry, and not bother to look 
into the barrel. But afterwards my brother told me that he 
thought he saw Bébert Celier watching us closely.’ 

‘What do you think yourself?’ 

‘I think my brother was on edge because this piece is so 
big and because you can see straight away it’s meant for a 
raft: and he was afraid, too. He thought he saw more than he 
really did see.’ 

‘That’s what I think too. Let’s leave it at that. For the last 
section, find out just where Bébert Celier is before you make 
a move. Take the same precautions with him as you would 
for a screw.’ 

All that night I played the Marseilles game like crazy. I 
won seven thousand francs. The wilder I played the more I 
won. At half past four I went out for my so-called fatigue. I 
let the Martiniquais do my work. The rain had stopped and 
I went, though it was still quite dark, to the graveyard. I 
couldn’t find the spade, but I scuffed the earth over the grave 
with my feet: this did the job fairly well. By seven o’clock, 
when I went down to go fishing, a splendid sun was already 
shining. I went in the direction of the southern tip of Royale, 
the place where I meant to launch the raft. A rough cross-sea 
was running. I couldn’t be sure, but I had the feeling that it 
was not going to be so easy to get away from the islands 
without being picked up by a wave and flung on to the rocks. 
I began fishing and straight away ] caught a great many mullet. 
In no time at all I had over ten pounds. When I’d cleaned 
them in sea water I stopped. I was uneasy in my mind and 
tired after that night of wild gambling. I rested, sitting in the 
shade of a rock, and I told myself that this tension I’d been 
living in for three months and more was reaching its end: and 
when I reflected on this business of Celier, I once more came 
to the conclusion that I had no right to kill him. 

I went to see Matthieu. You could see the grave very well 
from his garden wall. Earth had drifted along the path. Carboni- 
eri was going to go and sweep it off at midday. I called in at 
Juliette’s and gave her half my fish. She said, ‘Papillon, I had 
a bad dream about you: I saw you covered with blood and 
then chained up. Don’t do anything stupid — if anything were 
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to happen to you I'd suffer dreadfully. That dream up set me 
so, I’ve neither washed nor done my hair. I took the binoculars 
and tried to see where you were fishing, but I couldn’t find 
you. Where did you catch these?’ 

‘The other side of the island. That’s why you didn’t see 
me.’ 

“Why do you go and fish so far away, where I can’t see 
you even with the binoculars? What if you were swept off by 
a wave? There’d be no one to see you or help you escape 
from the sharks.’ 

‘Oh come, don’t exaggerate.’ 

“You think that’s exaggerating? I forbid you to go fishing 
on the other side of the island, and if you don’t obey, I'll have 
your pass taken away from you.’ 

‘Let’s be reasonable, Madame. To please you, I’ll let your 
houseboy know where I’m going to fish.’ 

‘All right. But you look tired.’ 

“Yes, Madame. [’m on my way up to the camp to lie down.’ 

“Very well. P’ll expect you at four o’clock for a cup of 
coffee. You’ll come?’ 

‘All right, Madame. I'll be seeing you.’ 

This dream of Juliette’s was just the very thing to make 
me feel perfectly calm, of course! As if I hadn’t enough 
solid difficulties, dreams had to be added to make up the 
weight. 

Bourset said he really did feel he was being watched. It was 
a fortnight now that we had been waiting for the last four-foot 
section. Naric ancl Quenier said they noticed nothing out of 
the way, but still Bourset would keep holding up the work on 
this plank. If it hadn’t been for the five mortises that had to 
fit exactly, Matthieu would have made it in the garden: but 
these slots had to take all five ribs. Naric and Quenier were 
repairing the chapel, and so they could move a good deal of 
stuff in and out of the yard quite easily. Even more, they 
sometimes had the use of a cart pulled by a little buffalo. This 
was something we just had to take advantage of. 

Urged on by us, Bourset made the piece, but against his 
better judgment. One day he said he was sure that when he 
wasn’t there someone moved the plank and then put it back. 
There was still one mortise to be cut at the far end. We decided 
he should make it and then hide the wood under the top of 
his workbench. He was to lay a hair on it to see whether 
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anyone touched it. He cut the mortise and at six o’clock he 
left the workshop, the last man to go — he had checked to see 
that there was no one there except for the screw. The section 
was there in its place, with the hair over it. At noon I was at 
the camp, waiting for the building yard men, eighty of them, 
to turn up. Naric and Quenier were there, but not Bourset. 
A German came up to me and gave me a carefully closed, 
stuck-down note. I could see it hadn’t been opened. It read, 
‘The hair’s no longer there, so someone has touched the sec- 
tion. I’ve asked the screw to let me stay during the siesta to 
finish the little rosewood chest I’m working on. I’m going to 
take the section and put it with Naric’s tools. Tell them. At 
three o’clock they must take it out of the yard at once. Maybe 
we can move faster than the bastard who’s watching.’ 

Naric and Quenier agreed. They would get into the front 
rank of the building yard workmen. Just before the column 
went in, two men would have a fight some way outside the 
gate. We asked a couple of Carbonieri’s countrymen to do us 
this favour — two Montmartre Corsicans, Massani and Santini. 
They didn’t ask for any reason: quite the right way to behave. 
Naric and Quenier were to take advantage of this to hurry out 
with building material, as though they wanted to get to their 
work fast and the quarrel didn’t interest them. We all thought 
we still had a chance. If we brought it off, then I wouldn’t 
stir for a month or two, because it was quite certain that at 
least one man if not more knew a raft was being prepared. It 
was up to them to find out who was doing it, and where the 
hiding-place was. 

At last half past two came round and the men began to get 
ready. It took thirty minutes from the roll-call to marching off 
to work. They set out. Bébert Celier was in the middle of the 
column of eighty men marching in fours. 

Naric and Quenier were in the front rank; Massani and 
Santini in the twelfth; Bébert Celier in the tenth. It seemed to 
me a good arrangement, because when Naric got hold of his 
material and scaffolding and the piece of raft, a good deal of 
the column wouldn’t yet be inside. Bébert would be nearly at 
the gate or perhaps some way short of it. As the Corsicans 
were going to roar at one another like a couple of maniacs 
everyone, including Bébert, would naturally turn round to see 
what was going on. 

Four o’clock. Everything had gone off perfectly and the 
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section was lying under a heap of builder’s material in the 
church. They hadn’t been able to take it further, but it was 
perfect there. 

I went to see Juliette. She wasn’t at home. Going up again. 
I passed the administration block. Massani and Jean Santini 
were standing there in the shade, waiting to be taken to the 
punishment cells. Everyone had known that was bound to 
happen. I went by close to them and said, ‘How long?’ 

‘A week,’ replied Santini. 

A Corsican screw said, ‘What a bleeding shame to see men 
from the same country fighting one another.’ 

I went back to the camp. Six o’clock: Bourset came back 
delighted. He said, ‘It was as if I’d had cancer and then the 
doctor told me he'd got it wrong — there was nothing the 
matter with me.’ Carbonieri and my other friends exulted and 
they congratulated me on the way I’d organized the scheme. 
Naric and Quenier were pleased, too. Everything was fine. I 
slept all through that night, although in the evening the gam- 
blers came and asked me to join their game. I pretended to 
have a bad headache. I was in fact dying on my feet: but I 
was satisfied, and [ was happy at being on the very edge of 
success. The hardest part was over. 

This morning Matthieu put the section in the hollow of the 
wall just for the time being, because the man who looked 
after the graveyard was sweeping the paths over by the tomb 
hiding-place. It wouldn’t be wise to go to it at present. At 
dawn every morning I hurried there with a wooden shovel and 
tidied the earth on the grave. I swept the path and then, still 
at the double. I went back to my pot-emptying, leaving the 
shovel and the broom in a corner belonging to my job. 

It was four months to the day since the preparations for the 
break had begun and nine days since we had at last received 
the final section of the raft. Now the rain was no longer falling 
every day and sometimes all night long too. All my senses 
were on the stretch for the two D-days — the first when this 
last piece was to be taken out of Matthieu’s garden and fixed 
in its place on the raft, holding all the ribs. This was something 
that could only be done in daylight. And the second D-day 
would be that of our escape. It could not be directly after the 
first, because once the raft was taken out, the coconuts and 
the stores still had to be fitted into it. 

Yesterday I told Jean Castelli all about it: and I told him 
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just what point I’d reached. He was happy for me that I was 
so near my goal. He said, ‘The moon’s in its first quarter.’ 

‘I know; and so it won’t worry us at midnight. Low tide’s 
at ten, and therefore the right moment for the launch will be 
two in the morning.’ 

Carbonieri and I had decided to hurry things. Tomorrow 
morning at nine, the last section to be fitted. And the. same 
night, the break. 

The next morning, having carefully planned our movements, 
I went from the garden to the graveyard and I jumped over 
the wall with a spade. While I was scooping the earth from 
over the plaited fronds, Matthieu raised his stone and brought 
me the last section. Together we lifted off the mats and put 
them to one side. There was the raft, perfectly preserved. A 
little earth sticking to it, but perfectly sound. We lifted it out, 
because we needed side-room to fit the last section. We settled 
the five ribs in their places: to get them right home we had to 
hammer them with a stone. Just as we had finished and were 
in the act of putting it back, we looked up and saw a warder, 
holding a gun. 

‘Don’t move, or you’re dead men!’ 

We dropped the raft and raised our hands. I recognized the 
screw: he was the building yard chief warder. 

‘Don’t be such bloody fools as to resist. You’re caught. 
Give in and maybe you’ll save vour skins at least: but I feel 
so like filling you full of lead it’s not all that sure. On your 
way, now: keeping your hands right up in the air. Get along 
to the administration block.’ 

AS we went past the cemetery gate we met an Arab tumkey. 
The screw said, ‘Mohamed, thanks for this bit of work. Come 
and see me tomorrow morning and I'll give you what I 
promised.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said the Arab. ‘I’7l] come for sure. But chief, 
Bébert Celier has to pay me too, doesn’t he?’ 

“You fix that with him yourself,’ said the screw. 

Then I said, ‘So it was Bébert Celier that shopped us, 
Chief?’ 

‘It’s not me that said so.’ 

‘That’s all one. I just like to know.’ 

Still covering us with his rifle, the screw said, ‘Mohamed, 
search them.’ 

The Arab took the knife out of my belt; and he found 
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Matthieu’s. I said, “You’re a sharp lad, Mohamed. How did 
you find out?’ 

‘I climbed up a coconut palm every day to see where you 
were hiding the raft.’ 

“Who told you to do that?’ 

‘It was Bébert Celier first, then Monsieur Bruet, the warder.’ 

“Too much chat,’ said the screw. ‘Get going. You can lower 
your hands now, and walk quicker.’ 

The four hundred yards we had to cover to reach the admin- 
istration block seemed to me the longest road I’d ever travelled 
in all my life. I was utterly crushed. All that effort just to 
be caught like a couple of twits. God, how cruel You are to 
me! 

Our arrival at the block made quite a stir. For going along 
we had met other warders, and they had joined the first, who 
was still covering us with his rifle. By the time we got there 
we had seven or eight screws behind us. 

The governor hacl been told by the Arab, who had run ahead, 
and he was there on the steps of the administration block, 
together with Dega and five head warders. 

“What’s happened, Monsieur Bruet?’ asked the governor. 

“What’s happened is that I’ve caught these two men 
redhanded, busy hiding a raft — a finished raft, I think.’ 

“What have you to say, Papillon?’ 

‘Nothing. I'll talk at the inquiry.’ 

‘Put them in the black-hole.’ 

I was put into a black-hole whose bunged-up window gave 
on to the entrance by the governor’s office. The cell was dark, 
but I could hear people talking in the street leading to the 
block. 

Things moved fast. At three o’clock we were brought out 
and handcuffed. A kind of court was sitting there in the big 
room: governor, deputy-governor, chief warder. Dega, sitting 
to one side at a little table, was obviously there to take the 
statements as they were made. 

‘Charriére and Carbonieri, listen to Monsieur Bruet’s report 
concerning you. ‘‘I, Bruet Auguste, head warder in charge of 
the building yard on the Iles du Salut, accuse the two convicts 
Charriére and Carbonieri of theft and misappropriation of 
material belonging to the State. I accuse the joiner Bourset of 
complicity. I believe Naric and Quenier are also to be con- 
sidered guilty of complicity. I further state that I discovered 
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Charriére and Carbonieri in the very act of violating the grave 
of Madame Privat, which they used as a hiding-place to conceal 
their raft.’’’ 

“What have you to say?’ asked the governor. 

‘In the first place Carbonieri has nothing to do with it. The 
raft is planned to carty one man only — me. I merely forced 
him to help take the mats off the grave, a job I couldn’t do 
alone. So Carbonieri’s not guilty of misappropriation and theft 
of State material; nor of complicity in an escape, seeing the 
escape never came off. Bourset is just a poor devil who was 
threatened with death if he didn’t do what he was told. As for 
Naric and Quenier, I scarcely even know them. I assert that 
they have nothing whatsoever to do with the matter.’ 

‘That’s not what my informer says,’ said the screw. 

‘This Bébert Celier, your informer, may very well be taking 
his revenge by falsely mixing other men up with this business. 
Who can trust what an informer says?’ 

‘In short,’ said the governor, ‘you are officially accused of 
theft and misappropriation of State material, profanation of a 
grave and attempting to escape. Be so good as to sign the 
record.’ 

‘ shan’t sign unless my statement about Carbonieri, Bourset 
and the brothers-in-law Naric and Quenier is added.’ 

‘I grant that. Draw it up.’ 

I signed. I just can’t express what had been going on inside 
me since this last-moment failure. In the black-hole it was as 
though I was out of my mind: I scarcely ate and I didn’t walk; 
but I smoked on and on, one cigarette after another. Luckily 
I was well supplied with tobacco by Dega. Every morming 
there was an hour’s exercise in the punishment cell yard, in 
the sun. 

This morning the governor came and talked to me. There 
was one odd thing — if the escape had come off, he would 
have been the one to suffer most; and yet it was he who was 
the least angry with me. 

Smiling, he said his wife had told him it was natural for a 
man to try to escape, unless he had become utterly 
demoralized. He very cleverly tried to get me to incriminate 
Carbonieri. I had the feeling that I’d persuaded him of the 
contrary, explaining how impossible it was for Carbonieri to 
refuse to give me a hand for a few moments, pulling off the 
mats. 
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Bourset had shown the threatening note and the plans drawn 
by me. As far as he was concerned the governor was quite 
convinced that that was how things were. I asked him what 
he thought this charge of stealing material might come to. He 
said, ‘Not more than eighteen months.’ 

To cut things short, I gradually began to come up out of 
the abyss I'd plunged into. I had a note from Chatal, the 
medical orderly. He told me Bébert Celier was in a ward by 
himself in the hospital, waiting to be un-interned — a rare 
disease had been cliagnosed: abscess on the liver. This must 
be something cooked up between the administration and the 
doctor to protect him from reprisals. 

They never searched me or my cell. I took advantage of 
this to get a knife sent in. I told Naric and Quenier they must 
ask for the yard warder, Bébert Celier, the joiner and me to be 
brought face to face with them: they were to ask the governor to 
take whatever decision about them he thought right after this 
confrontation — inquiry, disciplinary punishment or a return to 
freedom in the carp. 

At today’s exercise Naric told me the governor had agreed. 
The confrontation would take place tomorrow at ten in the 
morning. A head warder would be there to conduct the pro- 
ceedings. All night long I tried to reason with myself; for I 
meant to kill Bébert Celier. I could not force my mind to alter. 
No, it would be too unfair if the fellow were to be un-interned 
for this piece of work and that then on the mainland he should 
make a break — a reward, as it were, for having prevented one. 
Yes, but they might condemn you to death, man, because they 
could accuse you of malice aforethought. I don’t give a fuck. 
That was the conclusion I came to — I had truly lost all hope. 
Four months of expectation and joy, fear of being caught, 
intelligent effort: and then, when everything was just coming 
off, the whole thing pitifully wrecked by the tongue of an 
informer. Come what may, tomorrow I’d try and kill Celier! 

The only way of avoiding a death-sentence was to make 
him bring out his knife. To do that, I'd have to let him see 
quite clearly that I had mine open. Then he’d certainly whip 
out his. It would have to be done a little before or just after 
the confrontation. I couldn’t kill him during it, because that 
would mean the risk of a screw shooting me. I relied on the 
proverbial carelessness of warders. 

All night long I struggled against this idea. I could not 
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overcome it. In life there really are some things that can’t be 
forgiven. I know you haven’t the right to take the law into 
your own hands: but that’s for people belonging to another 
social class. It’s inconceivable that you shouldn’t be allowed 
to think of punishing — mercilessly punishing — such a crawl- 
ing, base creature as this. I’d never done this barrack-bird the 
least harm in the world: he didn’t even know me. So he was 
sending me down for X years of solitary without having the 
least thing against me. He was trying to bury me alive so that 
he could live again. Was I going to put up with that? No: I 
was not. It was inconceivable that I should allow him to profit 
by his sewer rat’s action. Inconceivable. I felt that I was done 
for. Done for: so let him be done for too, and even more so 
than me. And what if you’re sentenced to death, man? It would 
be a fool’s game to die for such a louse. I reached the point 
of promising myself just this one thing — if he didn’t bring 
out his knife, I shouldn’t kill hirn. 

I didn’t sleep at all the whole night, and I smoked right 
through a packet of tobacco. I only had two cigarettes left 
when the coffee came round at six in the morning. I was so 
on edge that although it was forbidden I said to the coffee 
man, with the screw there, ‘Could you let me have a few 
cigarettes or a little tobacco, with the chief’s permission? I’m 
all in, Monsieur Antartaglia.’ 

“Yes, give itto him if you’ ve got any. I don’t smoke myself. 
I’m really sorry for you, Papillcn. Pm a Corsican, so I like 
men who are men, and I loathe scum.’ 

At a quarter to ten I was in the yard, waiting to go into the 
main room. Naric, Quenier, Bourset and Carbonieri were there 
too. The screw in charge of us was Antartaglia, the one who’d 
been there at coffee time. He was talking to Carbonieri in 
Corsican. I gathered he was saying it was a pity for Carbonieri 
that this had happened and that he ran the risk of three years’ 
solitary. At this moment the gate opened and into the yard 
came the Arab who had climbec! the palm tree, the Arab in 
charge of the building yard gate, and Bébert Celier. When he 
saw me he started back, but the warder with them said to him, 
‘Go on and keep away from the others — stand over there on 
the right. Antartaglia, don’t let there be any communication 
between them.’ 

Here we were not two yards from one another. Antartaglia 
said, ‘No talking between the two groups.’ 
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Carbonieri went on talking Corsican with his fellow- 
countryman, who was watching both sets of men. The screw 
bent to tie his shoelace: I motioned to Matthieu to move for- 
ward a little. He understood at once, looked towards Bébert 
Celier and spat in his direction. When the screw was upright 
again Carbonieri talked on without a pause and took up his 
attention so much that I was able to take a step without his 
noticing it. I let my knife slide down into my hand. Only 
Celier could see it, and with unexpected speed — for he had 
his knife right there open in his trousers — he stabbed me deep 
in the muscle of my right arm. I’m a left-handed man, and in 
a single lunge I thrust my knife into his chest up to the hilt. 
An animal cry, ‘A - a — ah!’ He went down in a heap. 

With his revolver in his hand, Antartaglia said, ‘Get back, 
boy. Don’t stab hirn on the ground or Ill be forced to shoot 
you, and I don’t want to do that.’ 

Carbonieri went over to Celier and pushed his head with 
his foot. He said a couple of words in Corsican. I understood 
he meant, ‘He’s dead.’ 

The warder said, ‘Give me your knife, boy.’ 

I gave it to him; he put his gun back in its holster, went to 
the iron door and knocked. A screw opened and he said to 
him, ‘Send the stretcher-bearers to pick up a corpse.’ 

“Who’s dead?’ asked the screw. 

‘Bébert Celier.’ 

‘Oh! I thought it was Papillon.’ 

They put us back in the black-hole. The confrontation was 
suspended. Before going into the corridor Carbonieri said, ‘My 
poor old Papi, you’re for it this time.’ 

‘Yes, but I’m alive and he’s dead.’ 

The screw came back alone, very quietly opened the door 
and said, ‘Knock and say you’re wounded. He was the one 
who struck first; I saw him.’ And he closed it again quietly: 
he was still really upset. 

These Corsican screws are terrific — they’re either com- 
pletely bad or completely good. I beat on the door and shouted, 
‘I’m wounded. I want to be taken to hospital to have my 
wound dressed.’ 

The screw came back with the head warder of the punish- 
ment block. ‘What’s wrong with you? What’s all this noise 
about?’ 

‘lm wounded, Chief.’ 
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‘Oh, you’re wounded? I thought he didn’t get home when 
he went for you.’ 

‘The muscle of my right arm’s sliced through.’ 

‘Open up,’ said the other screw. 

The door opened. I stepped out. And indeed the muscle was 
deeply cut. 

‘Put the handcuffs on him and take him to hospital. Don’t 
leave him there on any pretext whatsoever. Bring him back 
here as soon as he’s been treated.’ 

When we went out there were more than ten screws with 
the governor. The building yard screw said to me, ‘Murderer!’ 

Before I could reply the governor said, ‘Be quiet, Warder 
Bruet. The man went for Papillon.’ 

‘That’s not very likely,’ said Bruet. 

‘I saw it and I’ll bear witness,’ said Antartaglia. ‘And get 
this, Monsieur Bruet: Corsicans don’t lie.’ 

When we reached the hospital, Chatal sent for the doctor. 
He sewed me up without gas or a local anaesthetic; then, still 
without speaking to me, he put on eight clips. I let him do it 
without a murmur. When it was done he said, ‘I couldn’t give 
you a local anaesthetic: I’ve none left.’ Then he added, ‘It 
wasn’t right, what you’ve just done.’ 

‘Oh, in any case he wasn’t going to live much longer, you 
know, not with that abscess on his liver.’ This unexpected 
answer left the medico gaping. 

The inquiry was resumed. Bourset was dismissed from the 
case as having no responsibility whatsoever: it was admitted 
that he was terrorized, and I did all I could to help this point 
of view. Naric and Quenier wee set aside too, for want of 
proof. That left Carbonieri and me. The accusations of theft 
and misappropriation against him were withdrawn, leaving 
only complicity in attempted escape. The most he could get 
for this was six months. But as far as I was concerned, things 
became more complicated. In spite of all the evidence in my 
favour the man in charge of the inquiry would not accept that 
I’d acted in self-defence. Dega saw the whole file, and he told 
me that in spite of the investigator’s zeal I couldn’t possibly 
be condemned to death because of my having been wounded. 
One thing the prosecution used against me was that the two 
Arabs said they’d seen me draw my knife first. 

The inquiry was over. I was waiting to go over to Saint- 
Laurent to appear before a court-martial. I did nothing but 
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smoke: I hardly walked at all. They granted me an extra hour’s 
exercise in the afternoon. At no time did the governor or any 
of the warders — apart from the building yard screw and the 
one in charge of the inquiry — show any hostility towards me. 
They all talked to me without any kind of enmity and they let 
me have all the tobacco I wanted sent in. 

I was to leave on Friday: and this was Tuesday. At ten on 
Wednesday morning I had been in the yard for close on two 
hours when the governor sent for me and said, ‘Come with 
me.’ I went along with him, unescorted. I asked where we 
were going: he led the way down the path towards his house. 
As we went along he said, ‘My wife would like to see you 
before you go. I didn’t want to upset her by having an armed 
warder behind you. I’m sure you’!] behave properly.’ 

“Yes, Governor.’ 

We reached his house, ‘Juliette, I’ve done what I promised 
and I’ve brought your protégé. I have to take him back again 
before twelve, as you know. You’ve got nearly an hour to talk 
to him.” And with this he left us. 

Juliette came over to me and laid her hand on my shoulder, 
looking right into my face. Her black eyes shone all the more 
because they were swimming with the tears that fortunately 
she managed to hoid back. ‘You’re out of your mind, friend 
Papillon. If you’d told me you wanted to go, I think I might 
have been able to make things easier for you. I’ve asked my 
husband to help you all he can, but he tells me that unluckily 
it doesn’t depend on him. I sent for you to see how you were, 
in the first place. I congratulate you on your spirit — you look 
much better than I thought you would. And then in the second 
place to tell you I want to pay you for the fish you’ve been 
giving me so generously all these months. Look, here’s a 
thousand francs — it’s all I can produce. I’m sorry it’s not 
more.’ 

‘Listen, Madame, I don’t need money. Please understand 
that I can’t take it: as I see things it would spoil our friendship.’ 
And I pushed back the money she had so handsomely offered 
me — two five-hundred franc notes. ‘Don’t press me, please.’ 

‘As you like,’ she said. ‘Will you have a drop of pastis?’ 
And for an hour and more this splendid woman talked to me 
charmingly. She thought that I should certainly be acquitted 
for the murder of that swine and that I might get perhaps 
eighteen months tc two years for the rest. 
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When I left she took my hand in both of hers and pressed 
it for a long while. She said, ‘Au revoir. Good luck,’ and burst 
into tears. 

The governor took me back to the punishment block. On 
the way I said to him, ‘Governor, you have the noblest wife 
on earth.’ 

‘I know it, Papillon: she’s not made for this kind of life 
here — it’s too cruel for her. And yet what can I do about it? 
Still, only four more years and I retire.’ 

‘I'd like to take advantage of our being by ourselves, Gov- 
ernor, to thank you for having me treated as well as possible, 
in spite of the difficulties you would have had if I’d brought 
it off.’ 

“Yes, you might have caused me some very nasty headaches. 
But for all that, I'll tell you something — you did deserve to 
succeed.’ And as we reached the gate of the punishment block 
he said, ‘Good-bye, Papillon. May God help you: you’ll need 
it.’ 

‘Good-bye, Governor.’ 

Yes, I was certainly going to need God’s help, for the court- 
martial, with a four-ring Gendarmerie major presiding, was 
merciless. Three years for theft, misappropriation, violation of 
a grave and attempted escape: and on top of that five years 
for the manslaughter of Celier, to run consecutively. Eight 
years solitary in all. If ’'d not been wounded, they’d have 
condemned me to death for sure. 

This court that was so hard on me was more lenient to a 
Pole named Dandosky, who had killed two men. They only 
gave him five years, and yet there was premeditation, without 
a shadow of a doubt. 

Dandosky was a baker who made yeast and nothing else. 
He only worked between three and four in the morning. As 
the bakery was on the wharf, facing the sea, he spent all his 
free time fishing. He was a quiet man and he couldn’t speak 
French well: he made close friends with nobody. This lifer 
kept all his affection for a splendid black cat with green eyes 
that lived with him. They slept in the same bed; it followed 
him like a dog and kept him company when he was at work. 
In short, the man and the cat were devoted to one another. 
The cat used to go fishing with him, but if the day was too 
hot and there was no shade, it would walk back by itself to 
the bakery and lie in its friend’s hammock. When the bell 
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went for midday, it would go and meet the Pole, who would 
give it little fish, dangling them until the cat jumped up and 
caught them. 

All the bakers lived together in a room next to the bakery. 
One day two convicts by the name of Corrazi and Angelo 
invited Dandosky to come and eat a rabbit Corrazi had stewed 
— a dish he made at least once a week. Dandosky sat down 
and ate with them, bringing a bottle of wine to go with the 
meal. That evening the cat did not come home. The Pole 
searched for it everywhere, but in vain. A week went by: no 
cat. The Pole was so wretched at the loss of his friend that he 
no longer took any pleasure in life. It was really sad that the 
one creature he loved and that returned his love so well should 
have vanished in this mysterious way. A warder’s wife, hearing 
of his great unhappiness, gave him a kitten. Dandosky drove it 
away and indignantly asked the woman how she could possibly 
imagine he could love any cat but his own: it would be a gross 
insult to the memory of the dear departed, he said. 

One day Corrazi hit a baker’s apprentice who was also a 
delivery boy, one who didn’t sleep with the bakers but 
belonged to the camp. Full of resentment, the apprentice looked 
for Dandosky, found him, and said, ‘You know, the rabbit 
Corrazi and Angelo invited you to share was your cat.’ 

“Where’s your proof?’ cried the Pole, grasping the boy by 
the throat. 

‘I saw Corrazi burying the skin of your cat under the mango 
tree that stands rather back, behind the boatmen’s place.’ 

The Pole rushed off like a madman, and there indeed he 
did find the skin. He dug it up, half rotted and the head almost 
gone. He washed it in sea-water, dried it in the sun, wrapped 
it in perfectly clean linen and buried it deep in a dry place, so 
the ants shouldn’t get at it. That’s what he told me. 

That night Corrazi and Angelo were sitting side by side on 
a massive bench in the baker’s room, playing four-handed 
belote by the light of a paraffin lamp. Dandosky was a man 
of about forty, medium-sized, thickset and with broad shoul- 
ders: he was very strong. He had prepared a thick ironwood 
club, as heavy as iron itself: he came up behind them and 
without a word he brought the club down on the head of each. 
Their skulls opened like two pomegranates and their brains 
spilt on the ground. He was quite mad with fury and just 
killing them was not enough — he scooped up the brains and 
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flung them against the wall. The whole place was spattered 
with blood and brains. 

Although the Gendarmerie major, the president of the court- 
martial, did not feel much sympathy for me, he did for Dando- 
sky, who was lucky enough to get away with no more than 
five years for two premeditated murders. 


Second Term of Solitary 


I went back to the islands chained to this Pole. They hadn’t 
kept us hanging about in the punishment cells of Saint-Laurent! 
It was on a Monday we got there; we were court-martialled 
on the Thursday, and on Friday morning they put us on the 
boat for the islands again. 

So we were on our way back, sixteen of us: and of the 
sixteen twelve were for solitary. During the crossing the sea 
was very rough, and quite often a larger wave than usual swept 
along the deck. My despair reached the point of hoping the 
old tub would sink. I spoke to no one, and the sea-laden wind 
that stung my face closed me in upon myself. I didn’t shelter 
from it at all. I deliberately let my hat blow off — in eight 
years of solitary I shouldn’t have much need of hats. I faced 
into the lashing wind and breathed it in so deep it almost 
choked me. When I’d thought of the ship going down I checked 
myself, saying, ‘The sharks have eaten Bébert Celier: you’re 
thirty, and you’ ve got eight years to serve.’ But was it possible 
to do eight years inside the walls of the man-eater? 

As far as my experience went, I thought it was not possible. 
Four or five must be the limit of any man’s resistance. If I’d 
not killed Celier I’d only have had three years to serve, perhaps 
only two: because the killing had made everything seem worse, 
including the escape. I shouldn’t have killed the rat. My duty 
as a man, my duty towards myself, was not to take the law 
into my own hands, but in the very first place and above all, 
to live — to live in order to escape. How did I come to make 
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such a mistake? Quite apart from the fact that it was a very 
close thing whether it was me or that bastard who got killed. 
Live, live, live: that ought to have been and now must be my 
one religion. 

Among the warders escorting the convoy there was one I’d 
known in solitary. I didn’t know his name, but I had a great 
longing to ask him a question. ‘Chief, I'd like to ask you 
something.’ 

Astonished, he came over and said, ‘What?’ 

‘Have you ever known a man who managed to do eight 
years solitary?’ 

He thought, and then said, ‘No. But I’ve known a good 
many who’ve done five; and there was even one — I remember 
him very well — who came out quite fit and right in the head 
after six years. I was there at the Réclusion when they set him 
free.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘That’s all right,’ said the screw. ‘You’ve got eight, I 
believe?’ 

‘Yes, Chief.’ 

“You'll only manage it if you’re never punished.’ And he 
moved away. 

That observation was very important. Yes: I should only 
come out alive if I was never punished. For the punishments 
were all based on the temporary stopping of rations; and even 
when you returned to normal diet you could never really get 
your strength back. A few fairly rigorous punishments would 
mean you couldn’t hold out to the end — you’d kick the bucket 
first. Moral: I must never take coconuts or cigarettes; never 
even write or receive messages. 

I chewed over this decision all the rest of the trip. Nothing, 
absolutely nothing either from the outside or from inside. I 
had an idea: the only way of being helped in the matter of 
food without danger was for someone outside to pay the soup- 
carriers so that they should pick me out one of the biggest and 
best pieces of meat at midday. It would be easy, because one 
ladled out the broth while another coming behind with a tray 
put a lump of meat in the bowl. He’d have to scrape the bottom 
of the pail and give me as many vegetables as possible in my 
share. Hitting upon this idea was a comfort. For that way I 
could quite well eat enough not to be hungry — I could almost 
eat as much as I wanted if this scheme was properly carried 
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out. Then it would be up to me to take off and dream as much 
as possible, pitching upon cheerful subjects so as not to go 
mad. 

We reached the islands. It was three in the afternoon. I was 
scarcely ashore before I saw Juliette’s pale yellow dress, at 
her husband’s side. The governor came quickly over to me, 
even before we had time to line up, and he said, ‘How long?’ 

‘Eight years.’ 

He went back to his wife and spoke to her. She sat down 
on a stone, no doubt badly upset. Almost entirely overcome. 
Her husband took her arm, she stood up, cast me a meaning, 
sorrowful look from her huge black eyes, and they both moved 
away without turning back. 

‘Papillon,’ said Dega, ‘how long?’ 

‘Eight years solitary.’ He said nothing and he didn’t even 
like to look at me. Galgani came up but before he could speak 
I said to him, ‘Don’t send me anything: don’t write, either. 
With a sentence this long I can't risk any punishment.’ 

‘I get you.’ 

In a low voice I quickly added, ‘Fix it so they give me as 
much food as possible at noon and evening. If you can manage 
that maybe we’ll see one another again some day. Goodbye.’ 

I deliberately walked towards the first boat of those that 
were to take us across to Saint-Joseph. They all watched me 
as people watch a coffin being lowered into a grave. No one 
spoke. During the short crossing I repeated what I’d said to 
Galgani to Chapar. 

‘That should be possible. Keep your heart up, Papi.’ Then 
he said, ‘And what about Matthieu Carbonieri?’ 

‘I’m sorry I forgot him. The president of the court-martial 
wanted further inquiries to be made into his case before coming 
to a decision: is that good or bad?’ 

‘Good, I think.’ 

I was in the first rank of the little column of twelve climbing 
the hill to reach the Réclusion. I went up fast: it was odd, but 
I was in a hurry to be alone in my cell. I stepped out so that 
the screw said, ‘Not so fast, Papillon. Anyone would think 
you couldn’t wait to get back to the place you left such a little 
while ago.’ 

We were there. 

‘Strip! Here’s the governor of the Réclusion.’ 

‘I’m sorry you’re back, Papillon,’ he said. Then, ‘Confinees, 


349 


etc.’ — his usual piece. ‘Block A, cell 127. It’s the best, Papil- 
lon, because you’re opposite the door of the passage and that 
gives you more light — and you’re never short of air. I hope 
you’ll behave well. Eight years is a long time: but who knows, 
maybe excellent conduct will earn you one or two years 
remission. I hope so, because you’re a brave man.’ 

So here I was in 127. It was, as he’d said, just opposite a 
big barred gate that opened on to the passage. I could still see 
quite clearly, although by now it was nearly six in the evening. 
And this cell didn’t have the smell and taste of decay that had 
filled my other one. My spirits rose a little. “Friend Papillon, 
here are the four walls that are going to watch you live for 
the next eight years. Don’t count months and hours — there’s 
no point. If you want a proper yardstick you must count by 
units of six months. Sixteen times six months and you’re free 
again. In any case there’s one good thing about it. If you die 
here — at least, if you do it during the day — you’ll have the 
satisfaction of dying in the light. That’s very important. It 
can’t be much fun to die in the dark. If you’re ill, at least here 
the doctor can see your face. You don’t have to blame yourself 
for having wanted to escape and make a new life; hell, nor 
for having killed Celier, either. Imagine how you would have 
suffered thinking that while you were in here, he was off, 
making a break! Time will tell. Maybe there’l] be an amnesty, 
a war, or an earthquake or typhoon that will destroy this place. 
Why not? Maybe there’l] be an upright, decent man who’ll go 
back to France and manage to stir up French public opinion 
so that it will force the prison service to do away with this 
manner of guillotining people without a guillotine. Maybe a 
doctor, sickened by it all, will tell some journalist or priest all 
about it — something of that kind. At all events, the sharks 
have digested Celier long ago. I’m here: and if I’m up to my 
own standards, I ought to come out of this living grave on my 
feet.’ 

One, two, three, four, five, about-turn; one, two, three, four, 
five, about-turn. I began walking, going straight back to the 
right position of head and arms and the exact length of pace 
for the pendulum to work perfectly. I determined only to walk 
two hours in the morning and two in the afternoon until I 
should know whether I could rely on more than the regulation 
amount of food. Don’t let these first edgy days fool you into 
wasting energy. 
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Yes, it was pitiful to have failed at the very end. To be sure, 
it was only the first part of the break, and I should still have 
had to bring off a crossing of more than ninety miles on 
that frail raft. And then, according to where we touched the 
mainland, to have started another escape all over again. If the 
launching had worked well, the flour-sack sail would have 
carried the raft along at a good six miles an hour. We’d 
have reached the mainland in under fifteen hours, perhaps in 
twelve. That is to say if it rained during the daytime, of course; 
since it was only with rain falling that we would have dared 
set the sail. I seemed to remember that it had rained the day 
after I was put into the black-hole. I couldn’t be sure. I tried 
to see what mistakes or errors I had made. I could only discover 
two. The joiner had insisted on making too good, too solid a 
raft; and then, to hold the coconuts, he had had to make a 
framework that amounted to much the same as two rafts one 
on top of the other. Hence too many pieces to work up and 
too much time needed to be able to work on them without 
danger. 

The second, far more serious fault was this: when we had 
the first hard suspicion about Celier, I ought to have killed 
him that same night. If I’d done that, who could tell where 
I’d be now? Even if things had gone sour on the mainland or 
if I’d been arrested at the moment of the launch, I’d only have 
copped three years instead of eight, and I’d have had the 
satisfaction of having done something. And if everything had 
gone smoothly, where should I be, on the islands or on the 
mainland? No telling. Maybe talking to Bowen in Trinidad: 
maybe in Curacao, under the protection of Bishop Irénée de 
Bruyne. And we’d only have gone off from Curagao if we had 
been certain that some nation or another would allow us in. 
If they wouldn’t, it would have been easy enough to go back 
alone, sailing a little boat straight to the Goajira and my tribe. 

I went to sleep very late, and I rested quite normally. This 
first night wasn’t so very depressing after all. Live, live, live. 
Every time I was on the point of giving up from despair, I 
was to repeat ‘While there’s life there’s hope’ three times over. 

A week had gone by. Since yesterday I had noticed a change 
in my rations. A splendid lump of boiled meat at midday, and 
in the evening a bowl crammed with lentils — hardly any water 
at all. Like a child I said, ‘Lentils have iron in them; they are 
very good for the health.’ 


351 


If this went on, I was going to be able to walk ten or twelve 
hours a day; and then, tired out, I'd be ready to take off for 
the stars. No, I was not wandering; I was here on earth, firmly 
on this earth. I thought about all the convicts ’'d known on 
the islands: each had his own story, his past and his present. 
And I thought of the legends they told on the islands, too. 
There was one that I swore I should check if ever I was on 
the island again — it was the story of the bell. 

As I said earlier, the convicts were not buried but thrown 
into the sea in a shark-infested place between Saint-Joseph 
and Royale. The dead man was wrapped in flour sacks with 
a big stone tied to his feet. A rectangular chest — always the 
same chest — was fixed level in the bows. When the boat 
reached the right place the six rowers, all convicts, lay on their 
oars. One man opened a kind of trap-door and another tilted 
the chest. The corpse slid into the water. There was not the 
least doubt about it — it was certain that the sharks bit through 
the rope immediately. No dead man ever had the time to sink 
to any depth. He came up to the surface and the sharks began 
fighting over this particular treat of theirs. According to those 
who had been there, the sight of a man being eaten was very 
striking indeed, for when there were a great many sharks they 
managed to thrust the shroud and its contents right up out of 
the water, tear the flour sacks off, and carry away great lumps 
of the body. 

All this did happen just as I have said, but there was one 
thing I had been unable to check. Every convict without excep- 
tion said that what attracted the sharks to this place was the 
sound of the bell that tolled in the chapel when there was a 
death. It seems that if you were on the end of the jetty at 
Royale at six in the evening, some days you wouldn’t see a 
single shark. When. the bell began ringing in the little chapel, 
the place would be stiff with them in no time at all — sharks 
waiting for the dead man; for there was nothing else to explain 
their presence there at just that particular moment. Let’s hope 
I shan’t be served up to the sharks of Royale like that: if they 
eat me during a break, well that’s just too bad: but at least it 
would be while I was trying to win my freedom. But not when 
I'd died of some disease in my cell: no, that just mustn’t 
happen. 

Thanks to my friends’ arrangements I was eating as much 
as I needed, and I felt perfectly fit. I walked without stopping 
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from seven in the morning until six in the evening. So the 
evening bow] full of dried vegetables, beans, lentils, split peas 
or fried rice, went down very easily. I always ate the lot 
without any effort. Walking did me good; the tiredness it 
produced was healthy, and I even managed to take off while 
I was still going to and fro. Yesterday, for example, I spent 
the whole day in the meadows of a little district in the Ardéche 
by the name of Favras. When Maman died I often used to go 
there and spend a few weeks with my aunt, my mother’s sister, 
who was a schoolteacher in the village. Well, yesterday I was 
as good as there, walking about in the chestnut woods, finding 
mushrooms; and then I heard a little friend of mine, a shepherd, 
calling out orders to his dog — orders that the dog carried out 
perfectly, bringing back a lost sheep or punishing a straying 
goat. Even better, there in my mouth was the coolness of the 
iron-bearing spring, and its tiny bubbles tickled my nose. This 
total recall of a time more than fifteen years in the past and 
this power of experiencing it again with such vividness is 
possible only in a cell, far from all noise, in the most profound 
silence. 

I could even see the yellow of Auntie Outine’s dress. I heard 
the wind whispering through the chestnut trees, the sound of 
a falling chestnut, sharp when it dropped on dry earth and 
muffled when it came down into a bed of leaves. A huge wild 
boar came out of the tall broom and frightened me so dreadfully 
that I tore away, losing most of the mushrooms I had gathered, 
in my panic. Yes, pacing there in my cell, I spent the whole day 
at Favras with auntie and my little friend Julien, the shepherd, a 
child from the Public Assistance. There was no one who could 
prevent me from delighting in these tender memories, so clear 
and sharp; and no one could prevent them from giving me the 
peace my wounded heart so called for. 

As far as society was concerned, I was in one of the many 
punishment cells of the man-eater. In fact I had stolen a whole 
day from them: I had spent it at Favras, in the meadows and 
under the chestnut trees; and I had even drunk at the place 
they called the Peach-tree Spring. 

Now the first six months had gone by. I had said I should 
count by units of six months, and so I had kept my promise. 
It was only this morning that I reduced the sixteen to fifteen 
... Only fifteen lengths of six months left. 

Let’s see how things stand. No outstanding personal event 
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during these six months. Always the same food, but always a 
perfectly adequate amount of it, a ration that meant my health 
didn’t suffer. A great many suicides and men going raving mad 
around me, carried off quite soon, thank God. It is depressing to 
hear men shouting, weeping or moaning for hours or even 
days on end. I had found quite a good dodge, but one that was 
bad for the ears. I cut off a bit of soap and stuffed it into 
my ears so that I should no longer hear the awful shrieks. 
Unfortunately the soap did harm and after a day or two both 
my ears were running. 

For the first time since I’d been in penal I lowered myself 
to ask a screw for something. One of the soup warders came 
from Montélimar, which was near to my part. I had known 
him on Royale and I asked him to bring me a ball of wax to 
help: me put up with the row of the maniacs before they were 
taken off. The next day he brought me a piece the size of a 
walnut. The relief of not hearing those wretched men any more 
was quite unbelievable. 

I was kept in good training by the big centipedes. I had 
only been bitten once during these six months. I had learnt to 
bear it calmly when I woke up and found one of them wander- 
ing about on my naked body. You can get used to anything. 
It’s a question of self-control, for the tickling of all those legs 
and feelers is very unpleasant. But if you catch hold of it the 
wrong way, you’re stung. It’s better to wait until it goes of its 
own accord, then find it and squash it. There were always two 
or three little bits of today’s bread on my concrete stool. 
Naturally, the smell of the bread attracted the centipedes and 
they would go in that direction. Then I’d kill them. 

I had to get rid of an idea that haunted me all the time. 
Why didn’t I kill Bébert Celier the very day we had doubts 
about the ugly game he was playing? Starting from that point, 
I argued with myself — when do you have the right to kill? 
My conclusion was, that the end justifies the means. My end 
was to make a successful break: I’d had the good luck to finish 
making a well-made raft and hide it in a safe place. It was 
only a matter of days before I was to set off. Since I knew 
how dangerous Celier was in the matter of the last section but 
one, which reached the right place by something like a miracle. 
I ought to have killed him without hesitation. But what if I 
had been wrong? What if it had only looked as if he was 
guilty? I should have killed an innocent man. How terrible! 
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But it’s unreasonable for you to worry about scruples, you a 
convict with a lifer — worse, a convict whose lifer includes 
eight years of solitary. 

Who do you think you are, you drop-out that the community 
treats like so much dirt? I’d like to know whether the twelve 
bastards on the jury have ever once troubled their consciences 
with wondering if they did right in sending you down for so 
long. And whether the prosecutor (I'd still not made up my 
mind how I’d tear out his tongue) had ever wondered if he 
hadn’t come it a little strong in his indictment. I was sure that 
even my own lawyers didn’t remember me. They no doubt 
talked in general terms abou: ‘that unfortunate Papillon 
business’ at the 1932 assizes. ‘That particular day I was not 
on top of my form, you know, whereas it so happened that 
Pradel, for the prosecution, was at his very best. He swung 
the trial in his own favour in the most masterly fashion. He 
really is an opponent who keeps you on your toes.’ I could 
hear it as though I were next to Maitre Raymond Hubert as 
he was talking to other lawyers, or at some party, or in the 
corridors of the law-courts. 

There was certainly one man who might be set up as a 
straight-dealing, honest judge, and that was Bevin, the presi- 
dent of the court. That fair-minded man, in professional con- 
versation or at a dinner, might very well speak about the danger 
of having a man judged by a jury. In proper words, of course, 
he might very well say that the :welve bastards, the jurymen, 
were not prepared for a responsibility of that kind, that they 
might be too easily swayed by «he charm either of the pros- 
ecution or the defence, whichever happened to be getting the 
better of the rhetorical contest — that they acquitted too quickly 
or condemned scarcely knowing why, all according to the 
positive or negative atmosphere that the stronger counsel had 
managed to create. 

The president, and my family too: yes, but perhaps my 
family was rather against me because of the disgrace I’d quite 
certainly brought upon them. There was one, only one, who I 
was sure would never complain of the cross I had lain on his 
shoulders, and that was my poor old father. He would bear 
this heavy cross without crying out against his son and without 
blaming him; and this he’d do although as a schoolmaster, he 
respected the laws and even taught his pupils to understand 
and accept them. I was sure that deep inside his heart cried 


355 


out, “You swine, you’ve killed my boy — even worse you’ ve 
condemned him, at twenty-five, to die inch by inch!’ If he 
knew where his boy was now, and what they were doing to 
him, he might indeed turn anarchist. 

Last night the man-eater earned its name even more than 
usual. I gathered that two men had hanged themselves and 
that another had choked to death by stuffing his mouth and 
nostrils with bits of cloth. Cell 127 was near the place where 
the screws changed guard and sometimes I heard scraps of 
their talk. This very morning, for instance, they didn’t speak 
so quietly that I missed what they were saying about what had 
happened during the night. 

Another six months had gone by. I took my bearings, and 
just now I scratched an elegant fourteen on the wood — I'd a 
nail that I only used every six months. Yes, I took my bearings, 
and I found that everything was in order from the point of 
view of health and that my spirits were in an excellent state. 

Thanks to my wandering among the stars it was very rare 
that I ever had a lasting fit of despair. I got over them pretty 
fast and quickly invented a real or imaginary voyage that 
would dispel the black ideas. Celier’s death was a great help 
to me in these serious fits of depression. I used to say to 
myself, I’m alive, alive; I’m still alive, and I must go on living, 
living, living so as to live a new free life one day. He tried to 
stop me escaping and now he’s dead: he’ll never be free as 
one day I’ll be free — that’s certain and for sure. In any case, 
if I’m thirty-eight when I come out, that’s not old, and I’m 
quite sure the next break will be the right one.’ 

One, two, three, four, five, about-turn: one, two, three, four, 
five, about-turn again. For some days now my legs had been 
black and my gurns oozed blood. Should I report sick? I 
pressed the lower part of my leg with my thumb and the mark 
stayed there, a dent. You’d have said I was full of water. For 
a week now I’d no longer been able to walk my ten or twelve 
hours a day: six hours, taken in two goes, tired me out. When 
I cleaned my teeth I could not rub them with the rough towel 
smeared with soap without its hurting and bleeding a great 
deal. There was even one tooth that came out all by itself 
yesterday — an upper incisor. 


This third period of six months ended in a complete upheaval. 
Yesterday they made us all poke our heads out through the 
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hole and a doctor went by raising each man’s lips. And this 
morning, when I’d done exactly eighteen months in this cell, 
the door opened and they said, ‘Come out: stand against the 
wall and wait.’ 

I was the first at the gate end: about seventy men were 
brought out. ‘About turn!’ And now I was at the end of a line 
of men marching towards the other end of the building and 
out into the yard. 

Nine o’clock. A young medico in a short-sleeved khaki shirt 
sitting at a little wooden table in the open air. Two convict 
orderlies next to him; one medical warder. I knew none of 
them, not even the medico. Ten screws with rifles kept the 
whole party covered. The governor and head warders stood 
there, watching silently. 

‘Everyone strip!’ shouted the head warder. ‘Clothes under 
your arms. First man, Name?’ 

ae 

‘Open your mouth and stand with your legs apart. Take 
these three teeth out for him. Tincture of iodine first, then 
methylene blue: syrup of cochlearia twice a day before meals.’ 

I was the last in the line. 

‘Name?’ 

‘Charriére.’ 

“Why, you’re the only one with a body that’s something 
like. Have you just come in?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘How long have you been here?’ 

‘Eighteen months today.’ 

“Why aren’t you thin like the others?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘All right, I'l] tell you. Because you eat better than them; 
unless maybe you masturbate less. Mouth: legs. Two lemons 
a day, one in the morning, one at night. Suck the lemons and 
rub the juice on your gums: you’ve got scurvy.’ 

They cleaned my gums with iodine, then daubed them with 
methylene blue: they gave me a lemon. About turn. I went 
back to my cell, the last in the file. 

What had just happened — this bringing the sick men right 
out into the yard, so they could see the sun and the doctor 
could see them close to — was a genuine revolution. Nothing 
of the kind had ever been knowr. in the Réclusion. What was 
happening? Could it be that at last there was a doctor who 
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would not be a mute accomplice — who would not apply these 
infamous rules? This medico, who later became my friend, 
was called Germain Guibert. He died in Indo-China. Many 
years after this particular day, his wife wrote to me at Mara- 
caibo in Venezuela to tell me about it. 

Every ten days, medical inspection in the sun. Always the 
same treatment — iodine, methylene blue, two lemons. My 
condition grew no worse, but it didn’t get any better, either. 
Twice I asked for syrup of cochlearia and twice the doctor 
wouldn’t let me have it: this began to irritate me, because I 
still couldn’t walk for more than six hours a day and because 
the lower part of my legs was still black and swollen. 

One day when | was waiting my turn to be looked at, I 
noticed that the spindly tree in whose meagre shade I was 
standing was a lemon tree with no lemons on it. I picked a 
leaf and chewed it; and then without thinking I broke off a 
twig with some leaves on it — I had no clear notion in my 
mind as I did so. When the medico called me I stuffed the 
twig up my arse and said, ‘Doctor, I don’t know whether it’s 
the fault of all your lemons, but look what I’ve got growing 
behind.’ And I turned round to show him the leafy twig. 

The screws roared with laughter at first, but then the head 
warder said, ‘Papillon, you’ll be punished for disrespect to the 
doctor.’ 

‘Not at all,’ said the doctor. ‘I make no complaint, so you 
can’t punish him. Don’t you want any more lemons? Is that 
what you’re trying to say?’ 

“Yes, Doctor: I’m fed up with lemons. I’m not getting better: 
I want to try the cochlearia syrup.’ 

‘I’ve not given you any because there’s not much of it and 
I keep it for the very serious cases. Still, Pll let you have one 
spoonful a day, and we’ll continue the lemons.’ 

‘Doctor, I used to see the Indians eat seaweed: I noticed the 
same kind on Royale. There must be some on Saint-Joseph 
too.’ 

‘That’s a very valuable idea. I'll have a daily distribution 
of a certain seaweed I have seen growing round the coast 
myself. Did the Indians eat it cooked or raw?’ 

‘Raw.’ 

“Very good: thank you. And Governor, I rely upon you to 
see that this man is not punished.’ 

‘All right, Captain.’ 
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It was a miracle that had been accomplished. Leaving your 
cell every week and standing in the sun for a couple of hours 
waiting your turn or waiting for the others to be seen to, seeing 
faces, whispering a few words — who would ever have dreamt 
that such a wonderful thing could happen? It made a fantastic 
difference to everybody. Dead men got up and walked about 
in the sun: these people who had been buried alive could at 
last speak to each other. It was oxygen, breathing fresh life 
into all of us. 

Clack, clack, innumerable clacks as all the cell doors opened 
at nine o’clock one Thursday morning. Each man was to stand 
there on the threshold of his cell. ‘Confinees,’ shouted a voice, 
‘Governor’s inspection.’ 

A tall, distinguished, grey-haired man walked slowly down 
the corridor, passing in front of each cell; with him there were 
five officers of the colonial service, all doctors, no doubt. I 
heard him being told the heavy sentences and the reasons for 
them. Before he reached me, a prisoner who had not been 
strong enough to stand so long was helped to his feet. This 
was Graville, one of the cannibals. An officer said, ‘But this 
man’s a walking corpse!’ 

The governor replied, ‘They are all of them in a lamentable 
condition.’ 

The committee reached me. The local governor said, “This 
man has the longest sentence in the prison.’ 

“What is your name?’ asked the governor. 

‘Charriére.’ 

“Your sentence?’ 

‘Eight years for stealing material belonging to the State, 
etc., manslaughter — three and five years consecutive.’ 

‘How many have you done?’ 

‘Eighteen months.’ 

‘How has he behaved?’ 

‘Well,’ said the local governor. 

‘His health?’ 

‘Fair,’ said the medico. 

“What have you to say?’ 

‘That this system is inhuman and unworthy of a nation like 
France.’ 

‘In what respect?’ 

‘Total silence, no exercise and until these last few days, no 
medical care.’ 
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‘Behave yourself, and maybe, if I am still governor, you 
will get a remission.’ 

“Thank you.’ 

From that day on we were allowed an hour’s exercise every 
day, bathing in a kind of artificial pool with great blocks of 
stone protecting the swimmers from the sharks: and all this 
by order of the governor and the top medico from Martinique 
and Cayenne. 

Groups of a hundred men went down at nine every morning, 
walking stark naked from the Réclusion to the sea. The 
warders’ wives and children had to stay in their houses so we 
could go down with nothing on. 

This had been the system for a month now. The men’s faces 
had completely changed. The prisoners in solitary, mentally 
and physically sick men, had been wholly transformed by this 
hour of sunshine, this swimming in the salt water, and the 
possibility of talking for an hour every day. 

One day we were going up from the sea towards the prison: 
I was among the men at the tail of the column when there was 
a woman’s desperate shriek and two revolver shots. I heard, 
‘Help! My little girl is drowning!’ 

The cry came from the jetty, which was merely a cemented 
ramp going down into the water — a place where the boats 
landed. Other shouts — ‘The sharks!’ And two more revolver 
shots. Everybody had turned in the direction of these cries and 
the shots, and without thinking I shoved a warder aside and 
ran naked as I was towards the quay. When I got there I saw 
two women shrieking like maniacs, three warders and some 
Arabs. 

‘Jump in!’ shrieked the woman. ‘She’s not gone far! I can’t 
swim, or I'd doit. Oh you set of cowards!’ 

‘The sharks!’ cried a screw, and he fired at them again. 

There was a little girl in a blue and white frock floating on 
the sea, drifting slowly away on the current. She was going 
straight for the place that was the convicts’ graveyard; but she 
still had a long way to go. The screws never stopped firing 
and they must certainly have hit several sharks, for there were 
swirls in the water near the child. 

‘Stop shooting!’ I cried. And without thinking I dived in. 
Helped by the current I swam as fast as I could towards the 
little girl, splashing my feet hard to keep the sharks off — she 
was still floating, buoyed up by her dress. 
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I was no more than thirty or forty yards from her when a 
boat came from Royale — they had seen what was happening 
from over there. It reached the child a little before I did, caught 
hold of her and pulled her to safety. I was weeping with rage, 
not even thinking of the sharks, when in my turn I was hauled 
aboard. I’d risked my life for nothing. 

At least that’s what I thought: but a month later, as a sort 
of reward, Dr. Germain Guibert obtained the suspension of 
my sentence of solitary confinement on medical grounds. 


361 


Eighth Exercise-Book 
Back to Royale 


The Buffaloes 


So there I was, miraculously back on Royale as an ordinary 
convict serving an ordinary sentence. I’d left, sent down for 
eight years; and because of the attempt at life-saving, here I 
was back in nineteen months. 

I was with my friends again: Dega was still chief accountant 
and Galgani postman; Carbonieri too was there, having been 
acquitted on the escaping charge, and so were Grandet, Bourset 
the joiner, Chatal of the infirmary, and the pram boys, Naric 
and Quenier: and still on Royale as assistant medical orderly, 
Maturette, the partner of my first break. 

The Corsican gangsters were all still there too — Essari, 
Vicioli, Césari, Razori, Fosco, Maucuer and Chapar, who had 
sent La Griffe to the guillotine over the Marseilles stock- 
exchange job. All the star turns of the criminal court reports 
from 1927 to 1935 were there. 

Marsino, the man who murdered Dufréne, died last week 
of general debility. The sharks had a very special dish that 
day — the most highly esteemed gem expert in Paris. 

Barrat, whom they called the Actress, the millionaire tennis- 
champion from Limoges, who murdered a chauffeur and his 
boy-friend — his too friendly boy-friend — Barrat was head of 
the laboratory and dispenser in the Royale hospital. One of 
the doctors who was fond of his joke said that on the islands 
you were tubercular by jus primae noctis. 

In a word, my arrival on Royale was a bombshell. It was a 
Saturday morning when I walked into the hard cases’ building 
once more. Almost everyone was there, and all of them, with- 
out exception, welcomed me in the most friendly way you can 
imagine. Even the watch-mending character who had never 
spoken since that famous morning when they nearly guillotined 
him by mistake, came over and said hallo. 

‘Well, brothers, are you all OK?’ 

“Yes Papi: and you’re very welcome back.’ 
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“You’ve still got your place,’ said Grandet. ‘It’s been kept 
empty ever since the day you left.’ 

‘Thanks, everybody. What’s new?’ 

‘One good thing.’ 

“What’s that?’ 

‘Last night they found the Arab who informed on you killed 
in the hall opposite the good conducts — the Arab who climbed 
the palm tree and watched. It must have been some friend of 
yours who didn’t want you to have to come across him alive, 
and who’s spared you the trouble.’ 

‘I'd very much like to know who it was, so as to thank 
him.’ 

“Maybe he’ tell you one day. They found the Arab at the 
roll-call with a knife in his heart. Nobody had seen or heard 
anything at all.’ 

‘It’s better that way. How’s the gambling?’ 

‘Fine. Your place is still open.’ 

‘Good.’ So now I was about to start living like a man with 
a life sentence again: who could tell how and when the story 
would end? 

‘Papi, we were really upset when we heard you’d copped 
an eight-year stretch. I don’t think there’s a single man on the 
islands now who’d refuse to help you, now you’re back again, 
whatever the risk.’ 

‘The governor wants you,” said an Arab. 

I went out with him. Several screws in the guard-room spoke 
pleasantly as I went through: I followed the Arab, and there 
was Governor Prouillet. 

‘Are you all right, Papillon?’ 

“Yes, Governor.’ 

‘I’m glad you’ve been pardoned, and I congratulate you on 
your brave attempt at saving my colleague’s little girl.’ 

‘Thanks.’ 

‘I'm going to make you an ox-driver until you can be a 
cesspit man again with the right to go fishing.’ 

‘If that doesn’t compromise you too much, fine.’ 

‘That’s my business. The building yard chief is no longer 
here, and as for me, I’m off to France in three weeks. You 
start tomorrow.’ 

‘I don’t know how to thank you, Governor.’ 

‘Perhaps by waiting a month before you try another break?’ 
said Prouillet, laughing. 
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The men in our block were still the same men; their way 
of life was still the same as it had been before I went away. 
The gamblers, a class apart, thought of nothing and lived for 
nothing but cards. The men who had boys lived and ate and 
slept with them. They were genuine couples, with their 
thoughts taken up, day and night, by their passion and by 
homosexual love. Jealous scenes, unchecked furious emotions 
in which the ‘wife’ and the ‘husband’ each kept secret watch 
on the other and which inevitably set off killings when one 
got tired of the other and drifted away to other lovers. 

Only last week the Negro Simplon killed a man by the name 
of Sidero, all for the sake of the lovely Charlie (Barrat). This 
was the third man Simplon had killed because of Charlie. 

I had only been in the camp a few hours before two charac- 
ters came to see me. ‘Tell me, Papillon, I’d like to ask whether 
Maturette is your baby or not.’ 

“Why”?’ 

‘Personal reasons.’ 

‘Listen. Maturette made a thousand-mile break with me and 
he behaved himself like a man: that’s all I’ve got to say.’ 

‘I wanted to know if he was sweet on you.’ 

‘No. From the point of view of sex, I know nothing about 
Maturette. From the point of view of friendship, I think he’s 
great: the rest’s nothing to do with me, unless anyone does 
him harm.’ 

‘And suppose one day he was my wife?’ 

‘If he was willing, I’d never interfere in such matters. But 
if by any chance you were to threaten him so as to get him 
to be your boy-friend, then you’d have to reckon with me.’ 

It was the same, whether the homosexuals were active or 
passive; for both kinds settled down to live in their passion, 
thinking of nothing else at all. 

I met the Italian with the gold charger, the one who had 
been in our convoy. He came and said hallo. I said, ‘You still 
here?’ 

‘I’ve done everything I can. My mother sent me twelve 
thousand francs: the screw took six thousand for his com- 
mission: I paid four thousand to get myself un-interned and I 
managed to be sent to Cayenne for an X-ray. But I couldn’t 
do a thing there. Then after that I got myself accused of 
wounding a friend. You know him — Razori, the Corsican 
strong-arm man.’ 
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“Yes: and what then?’ 

“We came to an agreement: he cut himself in the belly and 
he and I were taken over for a court-martial — he being the 
accuser and me the defendant. We never even got going at 
all. In a fortnight it was all over. I copped six months and I 
did them in the Réclusion last year. You didn’t even know I 
was there. Papi, I can’t bear it any more. I feel like killing 
myself.’ 

‘It would be better to perish at sea, escaping: at least you’d 
die free.’ 

“You’re right: I’m ready for anything. If you think some- 
thing up, let me know.’ 

‘OK.’ 

And so life on Royale began again. I was an ox-driver and 
I had a buffalo called Brutus. He weighed two tons and as far 
as the other buffaloes were concerned he was a killer. He had 
already put paid to two other males. ‘This is his last chance,’ 
said Agostini, the warder in charge of the job. ‘If he kills 
another, he’ll be slaughtered.’ 

This morning I had my first meeting with Brutus. The Mar- 
tinique Negro who drove him was to stay for a week to teach 
me the job. I made friends with Brutus at once by pissing on 
his muzzle: he adored lapping the taste of salt. Then I gave 
him some green mangoes I’d picked up in the hospital garden. 
With Brutus yoked to the great pole of a roughly-made cart — 
it might have belonged to the Pharaohs — carrying a six hundred 
gallon barrel, I went down to the beach. It was my job, and 
friend Brutus’s, to go down, fill the barrel, and then climb that 
terrible slope up to the plateau. There I opened the tap and 
the water ran down the channels, carrying away everything 
that was left from the morning’s emptying. I began at six and 
by about nine I was through. 

After four days the Martiniquais said I could get along by 
myself. There was only one snag — I had to swim in the pond 
at five in the morning, looking for Brutus, who did not care 
for work and used to hide there. He had very sensitive nostrils, 
and there was a ring through them with two feet of chain 
hanging there permanently. Whenever I found him, he would 
draw back, dive, and come up farther off. Sometimes it took 
me more than an hour to catch him in this revolting stagnant 
pool, full of creatures and water-lilies. All by myself there I’d 
fly into a gibbering rage. ‘Swine! You slow-bellied obstinate 
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bastard! Will you get the hell out of this water?’ The only 
thing he minded was the chain when I caught him. The insults 
never wounded him in the least. But when at last he was 
brought out of the pond, then we were close friends again. 

I had two old lard drums that I kept full of clean, fresh 
water. I started by taking a shower to get the slime off from 
the pool. Then when I was thoroughly soaped and rinsed I 
usually had more than half a drum left, and I’d wash Brutus, 
scrubbing him with the hairy husk of a coconut. I went care- 
fully over his delicate parts and sprinkled him as I scrubbed. 
Brutus would rub his head against my hands and go and stand 
in front of the shafts all by himself. I never used the goad on 
him like the Martiniquais. He was grateful, and he’d walk 
quicker for me than he did for the Negro. 

There was a pretty little buffalo cow who was in love with 
Brutus: she went along with us, walking at his side. I did not 
shoo her away as the other driver did — far from it. I let her 
kiss Brutus and come with us wherever we went. I never 
disturbed them when they were kissing, and Brutus showed 
his gratitude by carrying up his six hundred gallons at an 
extraordinary pace. He looked as though he were trying to 
make up for the time he had spent in his dallying with Marguer- 
ite — for Marguerite was the cow-buffalo’s name. 

Yesterday, at the six o’clock roll-call, there was a little scene 
on account of Marguerite. It seems that the Martiniquais used 
to get up on a little wall, and from this height he stuffed her 
every day. He was caught at it by a screw, and he got thirty 
days in the black-hole. Bestiality was the official charge. And 
yesterday, when the roll was being called, Marguerite appeared 
in the camp, walked along past more than sixty men and 
reached the Negro: there she turned about, presenting him 
with her bottom. Everybody howled with laughter, and the 
blackamoor went 3rey with shame and confusion. 

I had to make three trips a day. The longest part was the 
filling of the barrel by the two men at the shore; but it was 
fairly quick. By nine I was through and I could go off fishing. 

I made an ally of Marguerite so as to get Brutus out of the 
pond. When I scratched her ear in a certain way she uttered 
a sound very like the voice of a mare in season. At this Brutus 
would come out of his own accord. Although I no longer 
needed to wash myself, I went on grooming him, and better 
than before. Shining clean and free from the stench of the 
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disgusting water he spent the night in, he was even more 
attractive to Marguerite, and that raised his spirits wonderfully. 

Half way up the hill from the sea there was a flattish place 
where I kept a big stone. Brutus had the habit of drawing 
breath there for five minutes, and I wedged the wheel with the 
stone, so he could rest better. But this morning there was 
another buffalo called Danton, as big as Brutus, who was 
waiting for us hidden behind the little coconut palms that were 
nothing more than leaves, for this was the nursery garden. 
Danton rushed out and went for Brutus. Brutus dodged and 
avoided the charge: Danton hit the cart. One of his horns 
pierced the barrel. He made prodigious efforts to free himself, 
while I was unyoking Brutus. Once he was unharnessed, Brutus 
took his distance, a good thirty yards up the slope, and charged 
straight at Danton. Dread or despair made Danton wrench free, 
leaving the tip of his horn in the barrel, before my buffalo 
reached him; but Brutus couldn’t stop and he smashed into 
the cart, turning it over. 

Then one of the strangest things I’ve ever seen took place. 
Brutus and Danton touched their horns without thrusting; they 
just rubbed these huge weapons gently together. It looked as 
though they were talking, and yet they merely blew — uttered 
no sound. Then the cow buffalo walked slowly up the hill, 
followed by the two bulls, who stopped every now and then 
to rub horns again, entwining them gently. When they took 
too long over it Marguerite moaned languourously and set off 
again in the direction of the plateau. The two great monsters, 
still following the same line, moved after her. After three halts, 
with the same ceremonies each time, we reached the plateau. 
We came out on the flat in front of the lighthouse, a bare 
stretch of ground about three hundred yards long. At the far 
end, the convicts’ camp: right and left, the two hospitals, the 
one for the prisoners and the other for the soldiers. 

Danton and Brutus were still following, twenty yards 
behind. Marguerite paced calmly to the middle and stood there. 
The two rivals joined her. From time to time she uttered her 
wail, a long and markedly sexual cry. Once again they touched 
horns, but this time I had the feeling that they really were 
talking together, because in among their blowing there were 
sounds that no doubt meant something. 

After this conversation the one walked off slowly to the left 
and the other to the right. They went as far as the limits of 
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the flat stretch. So between them there lay three hundred yards. 
Marguerite waited, still standing there in the middle. I grasped 
what it was all about now: this was a proper formal duel, 
agreed to on either side, with the cow buffalo as the prize. 
She was quite willing, too; and she was as proud as a peacock 
that her two boy-friends were going to fight for her. 

A cry from Marguerite and they launched themselves at one 
another. I don’t have to say how their two tons increased in 
force with their speed as each covered his hundred and fifty 
yards. The crash of the two heads was so violent that for more 
than five minutes they were both stunned. Brutus was the first 
to recover, and this time he galloped back to his place. The 
battle lasted two hours. The screws wanted to kill Brutus, but 
I wouldn’t let them: then, at a certain moment Danton broke 
a horn as they crashed together — the horn he’d damaged with 
the barrel. He fled, with Brutus after him. The chase and the 
fight went on until the next day. They smashed everything that 
stood in their way — gardens, graveyard, laundry. 

They fought all night, and it was only at about seven the 
next morning that Brutus managed to get Danton up against 
the wall of the butchery down by the sea, and there he thrust 
a horn its whole depth into Danton’s belly. To finish it off 
thoroughly Brutus rolled over twice, so that the horn, deep 
inside, should turn in Danton’s belly. And Danton, in the midst 
of a flood of guts and blood, fell, conquered and destroyed. 

This battle between giants had so weakened Brutus that I 
had to pull the horn out for him so that he could get to his 
feet again. He staggered off along the path by the sea, and there 
Marguerite joined him, walking by his side and supporting his 
huge neck with her hornless head. 

I was unable to be present at their wedding night, because 
the screw in charge of the buffaloes accused me of having 
unharnessed Brutus, and I was sacked. 

I asked to see the governor to talk to him about Brutus. 

“What’s been going on, Papillon? Brutus must be slaugh- 
tered: he’s too dangerous. This makes three fine specimens 
he’s killed now.’ 

‘That’s just what I came for — to ask you to save Brutus. 
The farm screw in charge of the buffaloes knows nothing about 
it. Please let me tell you how Brutus came to act in legitimate 
self-defence.’ 

The governor smiled. ‘I’m listening.’ 
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*,..S0 you understand, Governor, my buffalo was the one 
who was attacked,’ I ended, having told him all the details. 
‘What’s more, if I hadn’t unharnessed Brutus, Danton would 
have killed him when he was unable to stand up for himself, 
fastened to his yoke and the cart the way he was.’ 

‘That’s true,’ said the governor. 

At this point the farm screw appeared. ‘Good morning, 
Governor. I’ve been looking for you, Papillon: this morning 
you walked out of the camp as though you were going to your 
job. But your job’s gone — you’ve been sacked.’ 

‘Monsieur Agostini, I went out to see whether I could stop 
the fight, but unfortunately they were absolutely mad with 
rage.’ 

‘Well, that may be so. But you’re not driving that buffalo 
any more, as I’ve already told you. In any case, he’s going to 
be slaughtered on Sunday morning — he’ll provide meat for 
the whole gaol.’ 

“You can’t do that.’ 

“You’re not the one who’s going to stop me.’ 

‘No, but the governor is. And if that’s not enough, then 
Doctor Germain Guibert will — I’ ll ask him to step in and save 
Brutus.’ 

‘What are you interfering for?’ 

‘Because it’s my business. I’m the buffalo’s driver, and he’s 
my friend.’ 

‘Your friend? A buffalo? Are you trying to be funny?’ 

‘Monsieur Agostini, will you listen to me for a minute?’ 

“Let him speak in his buffalo’s defence,’ said the governor. 

‘All right. Talk away.’ 

‘Monsieur Agostini, do you think animals can speak to one 
another?’ 

“Why not, seeing they communicate?’ 

‘Well, then, Brutus and Danton agreed to fight a duel.’ And 
once again I explained the whole thing, from beginning to 
end. 

‘Cristacho!’ said the Corsican. ‘You’re a proper old charac- 
ter, Papillon. Do what you like about Brutus, but the next time 
he breaks out, no one’!] save him, not even the governor. You 
can be a driver again. See to it that Brutus starts work soon.’ 

Two days later Brutus returned tohis daily sea-water fatigue, 
accompanied by his certificated rnate Marguerite, and pulling 
the cart that the building yard craftsmen had repaired. When 
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we reached our resting place, with the cart thoroughly wedged 
with the stone. I said, ‘Where’s Danton, Brutus?’ And with a 
single heave the great monster set the cart in motion, finishing 
the whole journey without a pause, nimbly pacing along with 
a conqueror’s tread. 


Mutiny at Saint-Joseph 


The islands were extremely dangerous because of the apparent 
freedom the men enjoyed. It irked me deeply to see everybody 
settling down comfortably to lead a trouble-free existence. 
Some waited for the end of their time; some did nothing at 
all but wallow in their vices. 

Last night I was lying in my hammock: at the far end of 
the room the gambling was so hot that my two friends, Carbon- 
ieri and Grandet, had been obliged to join forces to keep 
control; one man would not have been enough. As for me, I 
was trying to revive my memories of the past. They wouldn’t 
come: you would have thought the assizes had never existed. 
I tried to light up the dim figures of that day which had been 
so fatal for me, but in vain: I could not see a single person 
clearly. The only one to appear in all his harsh reality was the 
prosecuting counsel. Christ, I thought I'd overcome you for 
good and all when I was with the Bowens in Trinidad. What 
kind of ill luck have you put on me, you louse, for six breaks 
to go bad on me? When you heard I’d made the first, the one 
from penal, did yo. manage to sleep easy? I’d very much like 
to know if you were frightened or if all you felt was fury at 
the idea of your prey escaping from the way down the drain 
— the path you’d put him on forty-three days earlier. I'd broken 
out of the cage. Why was I fated to come back to prison eleven 
months later? Perhaps God was punishing me for despising 
the primitive but beautiful — oh so beautiful — life that I could 
have gone on living for ever, if I’d liked. 

My two loves, Lali and Zoraima; my tribe without a single 
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gendarme and no laws except for the closest understanding 
between its members — yes, it’s my own fault I’m here, but I 
must think of one thing only. Only one thing — escape, escape, 
escape or die. 

Prosecutor, when you learnt I had been retaken and sent 
back to the settlement, you certainly put on your conquering 
assizes smile, didn’t you? You thought, ‘Now everything’s 
fine: he’s back where I put him, on the way down the drain.’ 
And you were wrong: my heart and soul will never belong to 
this degrading way of life. All you have a hold on is my body: 
twice every day your guards and your prison system take note 
that I am present, and that satisfies you. At six in the morning, 
‘Papillon?’ ‘Here.’ Six in the evening, ‘Papillon?’ ‘Here.’ All’s 
well. We’ve had our hands on him nearly six years now; he 
must be beginning to rot, and with a little luck one of these 
days the bell will toll for the sharks to come and receive him 
with all due honours — the daily feast provided for them by 
your system of getting rid of men by wearing them out. 

You’ve got it wrong: your figures don’t add up. My physical 
presence has nothing to do with my spiritual presence. Do you 
want me to tell you something? J] don’t belong in this prison: 
I’ve not adopted the ways of my fellow-prisoners in the small- 
est degree, not even of my closest friends. I’m on my toes for 
a break twenty-four hours a day. 

I was arguing with the prosecutor when two men came up 
to my hammock. 

“You asleep, Papillon?’ 

‘No.’ 

“‘We’d like to talk to you.’ 

‘Talk away. If you speak quietly, no one can hear.’ 

‘Listen, we’re getting ready for a mutiny.’ 

“What’s your plan?’ 

‘Kill all the Arabs, all the screws, all the screws’ wives and 
all their children — bad seed, the whole lot. Me — my name’s 
Arnaud — and my friend Hautin, together with four men who’re 
with us, are going to attack the command-post arsenal. I work 
there keeping the weapons in order. There are twenty-three 
light machine-guns, more than eighty rifles and carbines. We’]] 
set about it the... 

‘Stop: don’t go on. I’m not with you. I'll have nothing to 
do with it. Thanks for letting me into your secret, but I’m not 
with you.’ 
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‘We thought you’d agree to lead the rising. Just let me tell 
you the details we’ve worked out and you’ll see it can’t go 
wrong. We’ve been planning it these last five months. There 
are more than fifty men with us.’ 

‘Don’t you tell me a single name: I refuse to be the leader 
or to make the slightest move in this business.’ 

“Why? You owe us an explanation, after the way we’ve 
trusted you, telling you everything.’ 

‘In the first place I never asked you to tell me your plans. 
And in the second, I do what I want to do in this life, and not 
what other people want me to do. And in the third I’m not a 
mass killer. I may kill a man I’ve got something serious 
against; but not women and children who’ve done me no harm. 
What’s more, you don’t seem to realize the worst side of it 
all, and I’ll have to tell you — even if you bring this rising off, 
you necessarily fail.’ 

“How come?’ 

‘Because the main thing, escaping, just isn’t possible. Sup- 
pose a hundred men join in the mutiny, how are they going 
to get away? There are only two boats on the islands. At the 
very outside limit they can’t carry more than forty convicts 
between them. What are you going to do about the other sixty?’ 

‘We’ll be among the forty who leave in the boats.’ 

‘That’s what you think: but the others aren’t bloodier fools 
than you are. They’l] be armed like you, and if each one’s got 
the smallest scrap of brain, he’s not going to put up with being 
wiped out like you say. You'll be shooting one another to get 
into the boats. Andi still worse, there’s not a country on earth 
that'll allow these two boats to land, because telegrams will 
get to every possible country before you — particularly with 
the holocaust you mean to leave behind. Anywhere on earth 
you'll be arrested and handed back to France. As you know, 
I came back from Colombia: I know what I’m talking about. 
I give you my sacred word that after a job like that you'll be 
handed back from anywhere in the world.’ 

‘Right. So you refuse?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘It’s your last word?’ 

‘I’m absolutely determined.’ 

‘There’s nothing left for us but to go.’ 

‘One minute. I ask you not to speak to any of my friends 
about this plan.’ 
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“Why not?’ 

‘Because I know beforehand they’II refuse; so it’s not worth 
it.’ 

‘All right.’ 

‘Do you feel you can’t possibly give up this scheme?’ 

‘Speaking straight, Papillon, no.’ 

‘T can’t understand what you’re aiming at; because I tell 
you very seriously that even if you do bring the rising off, 
you’ll never be free.’ 

“What we want above all is our revenge. And now you’ve 
shown us it’s impossible to find any country that would let us 
stay, then we’ll take to the bush — we’ll live as a gang in the 
forest.’ 

‘I give you my word I shan’t speak about this even to my 
best friend.’ 

“We’re quite certain of that.’ 

‘OK. One last thing — give me the nod a week ahead so I 
can get across to Saint-Joseph and not be on Royale when it 
starts.’ 

“You’ll be warned in time to change islands.’ 

‘Isn’t there anything I can do to make you change your 
minds? Wouldn’t you like to work out some other scheme 
with me? Steal four carbines, for instance, and attack the guard 
on the boats without killing anycne. Then take a boat and go 
off together.’ 

‘No. We’ve gone through too much. For us the great thing 
is revenge, even if it costs us our lives.’ 

‘And the kids too? And the women?’ 

‘It’s all the same seed, the same blood: they must all die, 
every one of them.’ 

‘Let’s not talk about it any more.’ 

“You don’t wish us good luck’?’ 

‘No. What I say to you is, give it up. There are better things 
to do than this bloody butchery.’ 

“You don’t agree we’ve got the right to have our revenge?’ 

‘Yes, but not on people who’ve done no wrong.’ 

‘Good night.’ 

‘Good night. Nothing’s been said, right, Papi?’ 

‘Right, brothers.’ 

And Hautin and Arnaud went away A hell of a caper this 
is! These guys are right off their heads: and what’s more they 
say there are fifty or sixty others mixed up in it. By their 
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D-day there’ll be rnore than a hundred. What a crazy scheme! 
Not a single one of my friends has given me the least hint of 
it, so these two can only have talked to the squares. It’s just 
not possible any men belonging to our world should be in this 
plot. And that makes it all the worse, because your square 
murderers are the genuine murderers — your underworld 
character may kill, but just by way of manslaughter, which is 
not the same thing at all. 

For a week I very quietly gathered information about Arnaud 
and Hautin. Arnaud had been sent down for life — unjustly it 
seemed — for a little job that didn’t even deserve ten years. 
The reason why the jury had come down on him so heavy 
was that the year before his brother had been guillotined for 
killing a cop. So he’d been condemned to this hideous sentence 
just because the prosecutor, who’d talked more about his 
brother than about him, had managed to work up a very hostile 
atmosphere. He’d also been horribly tortured at the time of 
his arrest, because of what his brother had done. 

Hautin had never known freedom: he’d been in prison since 
the age of nine. Just before leaving the reformatory school 
when he was nineteen he killed a guy: this was when he was 
on the point of going into the navy — he’d enlisted to get out 
of the school. He must have been a trifle crazy, because it 
seems his plan was to get to Venezuela, work in a gold-mine 
there, and blow off one of his legs for the compensation- 
money. This leg was stiff, on account of some chemical or 
other he’d injectecl into it at Saint-Martin-de-Ré. 

Bombshell. At this morning’s roll-call Arnaud, Hautin and 
Jean Carbonieri, my friend Matthieu’s brother, were taken out 
of the ranks. Jean was a baker, and so he lived down on the 
quay, near the boats. They were sent to Saint-Joseph without 
any explanation or apparent reason. I tried to find out why. 
Not a word: yet Arnaud had been looking after the armoury 
for four years now, and Jean Carbonieri had been a baker 
for five. This couldn’t be just chance. There must have 
been a leak; but just what kind of a leak; and how far had it 
gone? 

I decided to talk to my three closest friends, Matthieu Car- 
bonieri, Grandet and Galgani. None of them knew a thing. So 
Hautin and Arnaud could only have tackled the convicts who 
didn’t belong to the underworld. 

“Why did they speak to me, then?’ 
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‘Because everyone knows you want to escape at any price 
at all.’ 

‘Not at that price, though.’ 

‘They couldn’t tell the odds.’ 

‘And what about your brother Jean?’ 

‘God knows how he ever came to be such a bloody fool as 
to get into a mess like this.’ 

‘Maybe the guy that shopped him just said he was in it: 
maybe he’s nothing to do with it at all.’ 

Things began to move faster and faster. Last night Birasolo 
was murdered as he was going into the latrine. Blood was 
found on the Martiniquais ox-driver’s shirt. Two weeks after 
a much too hasty inquiry and a statement by another Negro 
they kept shut up by himself, the Martiniquais was condemned 
to death by a special court. 

An old lag called Garvel or the Savoyard came and spoke 
to me by the wash-house in the yard. ‘Papi, I’m in a hell of 
a fix; because it was me that killed Girasolo. I’d like to save 
the darkie, but I’m scared they’d guillotine me. And I’m not 
opening my mouth at that price. But if I could find a way of 
getting off with no more than three to five years, I’d confess.’ 

“What’s your sentence?’ 

“Twenty years.’ 

‘How many have you done?’ 

‘Twelve.’ 

‘Find some way of getting life, and then they won’t put you 
in solitary.’ 

‘How can I do that?’ 

‘Give me time to think! I'll tell you tonight.” Night came. 
I said to Garvel, ‘You can’t fix it so that you’re accused and 
then you confess.’ 

“Why not?’ 

“You’re too likely to be condemned to death. The only way 
of avoiding solitary is to get life. Do the denouncing yourself. 
Say your conscience won’t allow you to let an innocent man 
have his head chopped off. Pick a Corsican screw to defend 
you. I’Il tell you his name when |’ve spoken to him. You’ ve 
got to move fast. They mustn’t top him too quick. Wait two 
or three days.’ 

I spoke to a warder named Collona and he gave me a 
wonderful idea. I was to take Garvel to the governor myself 
and say he had asked me to defend him and to come with him 
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to own up: and I was to say I’d promised him it was impossible 
he should be condemned to death after such a noble action, 
but that it was a very serious offence and he must expect to 
be given life. 

It all ran perfectly. Garvel saved the darkie, who was let 
out straight away. The perjured witness was given a year in 
prison. Robert Garvel got life. 

All this was two months ago. Now that it was over and 
done with, Garvel told me all about it. Girasolo had agreed to 
join in the rising; he had been told all the details; and he was 
the man who betrayed Amaud, Hautin and Jean Carbonieri. 
Luckily he hadn’t known any of the other names. 

The denunciation was so huge, so prodigious, the screws 
didn’t believe in it. Still, by way of precaution they did send 
the three convicts who’d been informed upon to Saint-Joseph, 
without saying anything to them or questioning them or 
anything. 

“What did you give as a reason for killing him, Garvel?’ 

‘I said he’d stolen my charger. I said he slept opposite me, 
which was true, and that at night I took my charger out and 
hid it under the blanket I use as a pillow. One night I went to 
the latrine and when J] came back my charger had gone. And 
near my place there was only one man who wasn’t asleep — 
Girasolo. The screws believed what I said: they didn’t even 
tell me he’d informed about a mutiny that was likely to break 
out.’ 

‘Papillon! Papillon!’ they shouted from the yard. ‘Roll-call! 
Come on!’ 

‘Here,’ I answered when my name was called. 

‘Pack your things. You’re for Saint-Joseph.’ 

“Oh, hell.’ 

War had just broken out in France. It brought with it a new 
kind of discipline: the service chiefs who were answerable 
for an escape would henceforward be dismissed the service. 
Transportees arrested during an escape were to be sentenced 
to death. Escape was to be considered as proof of a desire to 
join the Free French, who were betraying France. Everything 
would be tolerated except for escape. 

Governor Prouillet had left two months earlier. I didn’t 
know the new man at all. Nothing to be done about it. I said 
good-bye to my friends. At eight o’clock I got into the boat 
for Saint-Joseph. 
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Lisette’s father was no longer in the camp there. He had 
left for Cayenne with his family the week before. The present 
governor of Saint-Joseph was a man from Le Havre by the 
name of Dutain. It was he who received me. I was alone, as 
it happened, and the head warder in charge of the boat handed 
me over to the duty screw on the wharf together with some 
papers that went with me. 

“You’re the one they call Papillon?’ 

“Yes, Governor.’ 

“You’re an odd character,’ he observed, leafing through my 
papers. 

‘What’s so odd about me?’ 

‘Because on the one hand you’re marked down as dangerous 
from every point of view, with a particular note in red saying 
‘In a continual state of preparedness for escape’’. And then 
on the other, there’s the remark, “Attempted to save the gov- 
ernor of Saint-Joseph’s child from the sharks’’. I’ve two little 
girls myself, Papillon. Would you like to see them?’ 

He called, and two very fair-haired children of three and 
five came in, together with a young Arab dressed all in white 
and a very pretty dark-haired woman. 

“You see this man, my dear? He was the one who tried to 
save your god-daughter Lisette.’ 

“Oh, let me shake you by the hand,’ said the young woman. 

Shaking a convict’s hand is the Zreatest honour you can pay 
him. People never offer their hands to a man in prison. I found 
this spontaneous gesture very moving. 

“Yes, I’m Lisette’s godmother. We are very close friends 
of the Grandoits. What are you going to do for him, my 
dear?’ 

‘He’ll go to the camp first, and then,’ he said, speaking 
to me, ‘you’ll let me know what job you’d like me to give 
you.’ 

‘Thank you, Governor. Thank you, Madame. Please would 
you tell me why I’ve been sent to Saint-Joseph? It’s almost a 
punishment.’ 

‘There was no reason that I know of. I dare say the new 
governor was afraid you’d escape.’ 

‘He’s not wrong.’ 

‘They’ ve increased the penalties for the officials who have 
to answer for an escape. Before the war you might perhaps 
lose a stripe: now it’s certain, quite apart from all the rest. 
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That’s why he’s sent you here. He’d rather you went to Saint- 
Joseph, where he has no responsibility, than stay on Royale, 
where he has.’ 

‘How long do you have to stay here, Governor?’ 

‘Eighteen months.’ 

‘I can’t wait that long; but I'll find some way of getting 
back to Royale so as not to do you any harm.’ 

‘Thank you,’ said the woman. ‘I’m glad to know you’re so 
great-hearted. If there’s anything at all you need, don’t hesitate 
to come here. Papa, you must tell the guard-room of the 
camp that Papillon is to be brought to see me whenever 
he asks.’ 

“Yes, my dear. Mohamed, take Papillon to the camp; and 
Papillon, you choose the block you want to be put into.’ 

‘Oh, that’s easy enough: put me in the ‘“‘dangerous’’ block.’ 

‘That won’t be hard,’ said the governor, laughing. And he 
wrote out a paper that he gave to Mohamed. 

I left the house on the quay that served as the governor’s 
residence and his office — once Lisette’s house — and escorted 
by the young Arab, I reached the camp. 

The man in charge of the guard-room was a very ferocious 
old Corsican, a well-known killer. His name was Filissari. ‘So 
it’s you, Papillon, is it? Now I’m all good or all bad, as you 
know. So don’t you try and escape with me, because if you 
fail I'll kill you out of hand. I’m retiring in two years, so 
now’s the time I hit really hard.’ 

‘Well now, I like all Corsicans; so although I won’t promise 
not to escape, if I do I’ll fix it so it’s a time when you’re not 
on duty.’ 

‘Fine, Papillon. That way we shan’t be enemies. Young men 
can put up with all the trouble and fuss after an escape better 
than me. I couldn’t stand it, not at my age and just before I 
retire. So it’s a deal, then? Get along to the block you’ ve been 
put down for.’ 

Here I was in the camp, in a block exactly like the one on 
Royale, with between a hundred and a hundred and twenty 
men in it. Pierrot le Fou, Hautin, Arnaud and Jean Carbonieri 
were all there. Rightly speaking, I ought to have joined Jean’s 
gourbi, seeing he was Matthieu’s brother; but he hadn’t Mat- 
thieu’s quality, and then again I didn’t care for his friendship 
with Hautin and Arnaud. So I left him alone and settled down 
next to Carrier, the Bordelais they. called Pierrot le Fou. 
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The Ile Saint-Joseph was wilder than Royale and rather 
smaller, though it seemed bigger because it ran more to length. 
The camp was half way up, for the island consisted of two 
plateaux one over the other. The first one had the camp on it, 
and the higher one the grim Réclusion. By the way, the men 
in solitary were still going down to bathe for an hour every 
day. Let’s hope it would last. 

Every dinner-time the Arab who worked in the governor’s 
house brought me three mess-tins fitting into one another and 
held by a wooden handle. He left these three tins and carried 
off the ones I’d had the day before. Every day Lisette’s god- 
mother sent me exactly the same dishes she cooked for her 
own family. 

On Sunday I went to see her to say thank you. I spent the 
afternoon talking to her and playing with the children. As I 
stroked their blond heads I reflected that sometimes it was 
hard to know where one’s duty lay. There was an appalling 
danger hanging over this family if those two maniacs still 
had the same ideas. The screws had only believed Girasolo’s 
denunciation to the point of sending them to Saint-Joseph; not 
to the point of separating them. If I were to say they ought to 
be separated that would confirm the truth and seriousness of 
the first squeal. But how would the warders then react? It 
would be better to keep my mouth shut. 

Arnaud and Hautin scarcely spoke to me in the hall. In any 
case I preferred to be on civil but not familiar terms with them. 
Jean Carbonieri didn’t speak to me at all: he was angry because 
I hadn’t joined his gourbi. Ours was made up of four men — 
Pierrot le Fou; Marquetti, who’d won the second prix de Rome 
for the violin and who often played for hours on end, which 
made me rather low; and Marsori, a Corsican from Séte. 

I spoke to nobody about the abortive preparations for a 
mutiny on Royale, and I had the feeling that nobody here knew 
anything at all about it. Did they still have the same notions? 
They were all three working on a very disagreeable, laborious 
fatigue. They had to drag boulders along, hauling them with 
a kind of harness. These rocks were being used to make a 
swimming-pool in the sea. A boulder was well fastened with 
chains; another fifteen or twenty yards of chain was attached, 
and each convict, either to the right or the left, hooked on to 
this chain with an iron held in a harness round his chest and 
shoulders. Then, just like so many animals, they dragged the 
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rock straight off to the place it was meant to be in. It was a 
very arduous job in the full sun; even more, it was a very 
disheartening one. 

Shots from over by the quay — rifle, carbine and revolver 
shots. I knew what it was — those maniacs had started. What 
was happening? Who was winning? Sitting there in the hall I 
never stirred. All the convicts said, ‘It’s the mutiny!’ 

‘Mutiny? What mutiny?’ I meant to make it perfectly clear 
I knew nothing about it. 

Jean Carbonieri hadn’t gone to work that day: he came over 
to me, as pale as a corpse in spite of his sunburn. In a very 
low voice he said, ‘It’s the mutiny, Papi.’ Coldly I said, “What 
mutiny? I’m not in on this.’ 

The rifle fire continued. Pierrot le Fou came running into 
the hall. ‘It’s the mutiny, but I think they’ve failed. What 
bloody maniacs! Papillon, get out your knife. At least let’s 
kill as many as possible before we’re done for.’ 

‘Yes,’ said Carbonieri, ‘let’s kill as many as we can!’ 

Chissilia brought out a razor. Everyone had an open knife 
in his hand. I said, ‘Don’t be bloody fools. How many of us 
are there?’ 

‘Nine.’ 

‘Throw down your knives, seven of you. I’ll kill the first 
man that threatens a screw. I don’t want to get shot down in 
this room like a rabbit. Are you in this job, you?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘And you?’ 

‘Nor me, either.’ 

‘And you?’ 

‘I knew nothing about it.’ 

‘Good. None of us knew anything about this squares’ 
mutiny. Do you get me?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Anyone who feels like talking had better understand that 
he’ll be killed the moment he admits he knew anything. Just 
like that. So there’s nothing to be gained by being such a 
bastard as to split. Toss your knives into the pot. It won’t be 
long before they’ re here.’ 

‘And what if it’s the lags who’ve won?’ 

‘If it’s the lags, then let them fix it so that their victory ends 
in a break. At that price, I want no part of it. What about 
you?’ 
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‘We don’t, either,’ said the eight others, including Jean 
Carbonieri. 

As for me, I hadn’t given a hint of what I knew — that is, 
that as the firing had stopped the lags must have lost. For the 
massacre they had planned couldn’t have been over by this 
time. 

The screws rushed into the camp like madmen, driving the 
fatigue party before them with blows from their rifle butts and 
sticks, kicking them, and shoving them into the next-door 
block. The warders trampled, smashed and chucked out every- 
thing in the way of guitars, mandolines, chessmen and 
draughts, lamps, little benches, bottles of oil, sugar, coffee, 
white clothes — they took their revenge on everything that was 
outside the rules. We heard two shots: certainly fired from a 
revolver. 

There were eight buildings in the camp: they went through 
the lot in the same way, every now and then dealing out furious 
blows with their rifle-butts. One man came out stark naked, 
running towards the punishment block, battered without a 
pause by the screws who were taking him there. 

Now they were in the building just over the way from us — 
the seventh. Ours was the only one left. There we were, all 
nine of us, each in his place. Not a single man who’d been 
out to work had come back. Everyone sat motionless. No one 
said a word. My throat was dry: | was thinking, ‘Let’s hope 
no God-damned fool takes advantage of this caper to shoot 
me down and get away with it.’ 

‘Here they come,’ said Carbonieri, more dead than alive 
with fright. 

They rushed in, more than twenty of them, all with carbines 
or revolvers at the ready. ‘What the hell?’ bawled Filissari, 
‘not stripped yet? What are you waiting for, you rats? We’re 
going to shoot the lot of you. Strip. We don’t want to have to 
take your clothes off when you’re corpses.’ 

‘Monsieur Filissari . . .” 

‘You shut your trap, Papillon. [t’s no good asking to be 
forgiven. What you planned was too wicked. And all of you 
in the tough block were part of it — that’s for certain!’ His 
eyes were starting out of his head; they were all bloodshot, 
and there was no mistaking the pure light of murder in them. 

‘We’re for it,’ said Pierrot. 

I decided to stake everything on one throw. ‘It astonishes 
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me that a Napoleonist like you is going to literally murder 
innocent men. You’re going to shoot? Fine: we don’t want 
any speeches about it. Fire away. But for Christ’s sake get it 
over quick. I’d thought you were a real man, old Filissari, a 
genuine Napoleonist: well, I got it wrong. But what the hell. 
I don’t even want to see you when you fire: I turn my back 
on you. Brothers, turn your backs on these screws, so they 
can’t say we were going to attack them.’ 

And moving like one man they all turned their backs. My 
attitude flabbergasted the screws, all the more so because (as 
we learnt afterwards) Filissari had just shot two poor bastards 
in the other blocks. 

‘Got anything else to say, Papillon?’ 

Still with my back turned I said, ‘I don’t believe a word of 
all this balls about a mutiny. Mutiny for what? To kill the 
screws? Then make a break? Where could you go? I’m an 
escaper, and I’ve come back from a thousand miles away 
— from Colombia. What country’s going to take in escaped 
murderers, I ask you? What’s the country called? Don’t be 
bloody fools — there’s no man worthy of the name that could 
possibly join in a plot like that.’ 

‘Maybe not you, but what about Carbonieri? He’s in it, I’m 
sure, because this morning Arnaud and Hautin were surprised 
he reported sick so as not to go to work.’ 

‘That’s just conjecture, I promise you.’ I turned round and 
faced him. ‘Ill tell you why this minute. Carbonieri’s my 
friend: he knows every last thing about my break and so he 
can’t nourish any illusions — he knows how an escape after a 
mutiny will end up, all right.’ 

At this point the governor appeared. He stayed outside. 
Filissari went out and the governor called, “Carbonieri.’ 

‘Here.’ 

‘Take him to the black-hole without knocking him about. 
Warder So-and-So, go with him. Everyone outside: only head 
warders to stay. Bring in all the transportees scattered about 
the island. Don’t kill anyone: bring every single man back to 
the camp.’ 

The governor walked into the hall, together with the deputy, 
Filissari and four screws. ‘Papillon, something very serious 
has just happened,’ said the governor. ‘As the governor of this 
gaol I must assure a very grave responsibility. Before making 
certain arrangements I want some information right away. I 
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know that you would have refused to talk to me in private at 
such a critical moment and that’s why I’ve come here myself. 
Warder Duclos has been murdered. There’s been an attempt 
at seizing the weapons in my house. That means mutiny. I’ve 
only a few minutes. I trust you: tell me your opinion.’ 

‘If there’d been a mutiny, how could we possibly not have 
known about it? Why should nobody have told us? How many 
people are supposed to be involved? I'll give you the answers 
to these three questions, Governor, but first you must tell me 
how many men broke out after they’d killed the screw and, I 
imagine, taken his gun.’ 

‘Three.’ 

“Who were they?’ 

‘Arnaud, Hautin and Marceau.’ 

‘I get it. Whatever you may think about it, there’s been no 
mutiny.’ 

“You’re lying, Papillon,’ said Filissari. “This mutiny was 
supposed to come off on Royale. Girasolo split, and we didn’t 
believe him. Now we see that all he said was true. So you’re 
double-crossing us, are you, Papillon?’ 

“Well then, if you’re right, I’m an informer and so are Pierrot 
le Fou and Carbonieri and Galgani and all the Corsican bandits 
on Royale and all the rest of us. In spite of what’s happened, 
I don’t believe it. If there’d been a mutiny, the leaders would 
have been us: not anybody else.’ 

“What are you saying? You mean nobody else is involved 
at all? That’s impossible.’ 

“Where are all these other mutineers? Who else but these 
three maniacs has stirred? Was there even a hint of action to 
take the post here, with only four armed guards in it, apart 
from Monsieur Filissari? How many boats are there on Saint- 
Joseph? Just one. One boat for six. hundred men — does that 
make any sense? We’re not complete, utter morons, are we? 
And then killing to make an escape! Even supposing twenty 
men did manage to get away, it would only mean being arrested 
and handed back from any country on earth. Governor, I don’t 
know how many men you or your screws have killed so far, 
but I’m very nearly sure they were all innocent. And then what 
sense does it make, smashing every little thing we possess? 
It’s natural you should be furious; but don’t you forget that 
the day you deprive the convicts of the last scrap of pleasure 
in life, there may really be a mutiny — a mutiny of desperate 
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men, a mass suicide, to kill for the sake of killing and be 
damned if we’re killed too — everybody killed, screws and 
lags together. Monsieur Dutain, I’ve spoken in all sincerity: I 
think you deserve it, for the simple reason you came and asked 
us before taking your decisions. Leave us alone.’ 

‘And what about the men who were in the plot?’ said Filis- 
sari again. 

‘It’s up to you. to find them. We know nothing about it at 
all: we can’t be any use to you whatsoever. I say it again — 
this whole thing is a piece of madness on the part of just one 
or two squares. We’ve nothing to do with it.’ 

‘Monsieur Filissari,’ said the governor, ‘when the men come 
back into the dangerous block, have the door closed until 
further orders. Two warders on the door: no beating-up of the 
men and no destruction of their property. Come on.’ And he 
left with the other screws. 

Relief, relief. ‘That was a very close thing. As he shut the 
door Filissari called out to me, ‘It was lucky for you I’m a 
Napoleonist!’ 

In under an hour almost all the men belonging to our block 
were back. There were eighteen missing: the screws found 
that in their blind rush they’d shut them up in other blocks. 
When they were in with us again we learnt what happened, 
because these men belonged to the fatigue party. In a low voice 
a thief from Saint-Etienne told me about it. ‘We’d dragged a 
boulder weighing close on a ton for about four hundred yards, 
Papi. The road we dragged it along had no very steep places, 
and we reached the well about fifty yards from the governor’s 
house. We always stop there. It’s in the shade of the coconut 
palms and it’s the half-way mark. So there we were, stopping 
as usual, and someone hauled up a big bucket of cold water 
from the well: some people had a drink and others wetted their 
handkerchiefs to put them on their heads. It’s always a ten 
minute halt, so the screw sat down too, resting on the edge of 
the well. He took off his sun helmet and he was wiping his 
forehead and the top of his head with a big handkerchief when 
Arnaud came up behind him with a hoe in his hand. He didn’t 
raise it and so nobody shouted out to warn the screw. It didn’t 
take Arnaud a second to whip it up and bring the blade down 
right on the middle of the screw’s skull. The screw went 
down without a sound, his head cut in two. Hautin had been 
standing there quite naturally in front of him, and the instant 


384 


he fell Hautin snatched his carbine while Marceau took off 
his belt with the revolver in it. Holding the revolver, Marceau 
turned to the whole party and said, ‘‘This is a mutiny. Those 
who’re with us come on!’’ Not one of the turkeys moved or 
said a word: not one of the men on the fatigue gave a sign of 
following. Arnaud looked at us all and he said, ‘‘You lousy 
cowards, we’ll show you what men are!’’ He took the carbine 
from Hautin, and they both of them ran towards the governor’s 
house. Marceau moved a little to one side and stood still. He 
had the heavy revolver in his hand and he said, ‘‘Don’t move, 
don’t talk, don’t shout. You Arabs, face down on the ground.’’ 
From where I was I could see everything that happened. 
Arnaud was going up the steps to the governor’s house when 
the Arab who works there opened the door. He had the two 
little girls with him; he was holding one by the hand and 
carrying the other. Both Arnaud and the Arab were caught 
completely unawares: the Arab let fly a kick, still holding the 
kid in his arms. Amaud was going to shoot the Arab, but the 
Arab shielded himself with the child. Nobody uttered a sound. 
Neither the Arab nor the others. Four or five times there was, 
the carbine pointing at the Arab from different angles. Each 
time there was the kid held in front of the barrel. Without 
going up the steps, Hautin caught hold of the Arab’s trousers 
from the side. As the Arab was just about to fall he flung the 
kid right on to Arnaud’s carbine. Arnaud lost his balance, and 
he and the child and the Arab, thrown down by Hautin, all 
fell in a heap. Now there were the first cries — the children 
first, then the Arab, and then Arnaud and Hautin shouting 
insults. The Arab moved quickest and he snatched the fallen 
carbine, but he only got his left hand to the barrel. Hautin 
grabbed his leg again. Arnaud caught his right arm and twisted 
it. The Arab hurled the weapon a good ten yards from him. 
‘Just as all three were running to get it there came the first 
shot, fired by the screw in charge of the dry-leaf fatigue. The 
governor appeared at his window and fired shot after shot, but 
for fear of hitting the Arab he fired at the place where the 
carbine lay. Hautin and Amaud ran in the direction of the 
camp, taking the sea road, followed by rifle shots. With his 
stiff leg, Hautin ran slower, and he was brought down before 
he reached the water. As for Arnaud, he went into the sea in 
the place between the pool we’re building, and the screws’ 
swimming-pool. It’s always stiff with sharks there, you know. 
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Arnaud was surrounded with shots, for another warder had 
come to the help of the governor and the dry-leaf screw. He 
sheltered behind a big rock. 

‘ «*Surrender,’’ shouted the screws. ‘‘ Your life will be safe.”’ 

“**Never,’’ says Arnaud. ‘‘I’d rather the sharks ate me than 
have to put up with you swine any more.”’ 

‘And he walked into the sea, straight towards the sharks. 
He must have been hit, because at one moment he stopped. 
But still the screws went on firing. He set off again, walking 
— not swimming. He wasn’t even chest deep before the sharks 
went for him. Wz saw him hit one that came half out of the 
water to attack him. Then he was literally quartered as the 
sharks pulled from all sides without biting through his arms 
and legs. In less than five minutes he’d vanished. 

‘The screw fired at least a hundred shots at the swirling 
mass of Arnaud and the sharks. Only one shark was killed — 
it was washed up on the beach, belly in the air. Now that 
screws were coming in from every side, Marceau thought he’d 
save his life by throwing the revolver down the well; but the 
Arabs had got up, and hitting him with their sticks and kicking 
and punching him they drove him towards the screws, saying 
he was in the plot. Although he was covered with blood and 
had his hands up, the screws killed him with their revolvers 
and carbines, and to finish him off one of them smashed in 
his head, holding his rifle by the barrel and using the butt as 
a club. 

‘All the screws fired their revolvers into Hautin. There were 
thirty of them and they had six rounds apiece, so they hit him, 
living or dead, about a hundred and fifty times. The guys 
Filissari killed were ones the Arabs pointed out as having 
made a move to follow Amaud at first and then having lost 
heart. All bloody lies, because even if there were any accom- 
plices, no one moved a finger.’ 

We'd been shut up for two days now in our respective 
blocks. No one went outside to work. The sentries at the door 
were relieved every two hours. Other sentries between the 
blocks. No speaking from one block to another. No standing 
at the windows. You could only see into the yard by looking 
through the grill from the alley between the two rows of ham- 
mocks. Screws from Royale had arrived to reinforce Saint- 
Joseph. Not a single transportee outside. Nor an Arab turnkey. 
Everybody shut up. Now and then we’d see a naked man going 


386 


to the punishment cells, followed by a warder — no shouts or 
blows. The screws often looked into the hall from the side 
windows. Two sentries on the door, one to the right and one 
to the left. Their turn of duty was short — only two hours — 
and they never sat down or slung their rifles: always had them 
at the ready. 

We decided to play poker in little groups of five. No playing 
of the Marseilles game or any of the big, crowded versions — 
too much noise. Marquetti started playing a Beethoven sonata 
on his violin, but they made him stop. 

‘Stop that music: we screws are in mourning.’ 

There was a most unusual tension not only in the block but 
throughout the entire camp. No coffee: no soup. A hunk of 
bread in the morning, corned beef at noon and corned beef in 
the evening, one tin between four men. As nothing had been 
destroyed in our block, we had coffee and stores — butter, oil, 
flour, etc. The other blocks had nothing left. When the smoke 
rose up from the latrines, where there was a fire for our coffee, 
a screw shouted to us to put it out. It was an old guy from 
Marseilles, a lag called Niston, who was making the coffee in 
order to sell it. He had the guts to reply. ‘If you want the fire 
to be put out, mate, just come in and do it yourself.’ 

Upon this the screw fired several shots through the window. 
The fire and the coffee were soon scattered. 

Niston had a bullet in the leg. Everyone was so tense and 
on edge we thought they were about to shoot us down and we 
all flung ourselves flat on the ground. It was still Filissari who 
was in charge of the guard at this time of day. He came tearing 
up like a maniac, his four screws with him. The screw who’d 
fired explained why — he came from the Auvergne. Filissari 
insulted him in Corsican, which the Auvergnat couldn’t under- 
stand. All he could say was, ‘I don’t follow you.’ 

We got back into our hammocks. Niston’s leg was bleeding. 
‘Don’t say I’m wounded: they might finish me off outside.’ 

Filissari came up to the bars. Marquetti spoke to him in 
Corsican. ‘Make your coffee. This won’t happen again.’ And 
he went off. 

Niston was lucky. The bullet hadn’t stayed in his flesh: it 
had gone in low down the muscle and had come out again 
half way up his leg. We put on a tourniquet, which stopped 
the blood, and then dressed the wound with vinegar. 

‘Papillon, outside.’ It was eight o’clock, that is to say dark- 
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ness had fallen. I didn’t know the screw who was calling me 
— he must have been a Breton. 

“Why should I go out at this time of night? There’s nothing 
for me to do outside.’ 

‘The governor wants to see you.’ 

‘Then tell him to come here. I’m not going out.’ 

“You refuse?’ 

‘Yes, I refuse.’ 

My friends stood round me, forming a circle. The screw 
was talking from the other side of the closed door. Marquetti 
went to the door and said, ‘We shan’t let Papillon out unless 
the governor’s here.’ 

‘But it’s the governor who’s sending for him.’ 

‘Tell him to come himself.’ 

An hour later two young screws appeared at the door. With 
them came the Arab who worked at the governor’s house — 
the one who’d saved him and prevented the mutiny. 

‘Papillon, it’s me, Mohamed. I’ve come to fetch you. The 
governor wants to see you: he can’t come here.’ 

Marquetti said. ‘Papi, that guy’s got a carbine.’ 

At this I left the circle of my friends and walked over to 
the door. And in fact Mohamed did have a carbine under his 
arm. Now, I thought, I’ve seen everything: a convict in penal, 
officially armed with a carbine! 

‘Come on,’ said the Arab. I’m here to protect you if need 
be.’ But I didn’t believe him. ‘Come on; come with us.’ 

I went out. Mohamed walked by my side and the two screws 
came behind. I went to the command post. As I went through 
the guard-room at the camp gate Filissari said, ‘Papillon, I 
hope you’ve nothing to say against me.’ 

‘Neither me personally nor the others in the dangerous 
block. I don’t know about anywhere else.’ 

We went down to the command post. The house and the 
quay were lit up with acetylene lamps that tried unsuccessfully 
to dispel the darkness all round. As we went Mohamed gave 
me a packet of Gauloises. We went into the brilliantly-lit room 
— two acetylene lamps — and sitting there I saw the governor 
of Royale, the deputy, the governor of Saint-Joseph, his deputy, 
and the governor of the Réclusion. Outside I'd noticed four 
Arabs, guarded by screws. Two of them I recognized as 
belonging to the party in question. 

‘Here’s Papillon,’ said the Arab. 
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‘Good evening, Papillon,’ said the governor of Saint-Joseph. 

‘Good evening.’ 

‘Sit down. Take that chair over there.’ 

I sat down facing them all. The door of the room opened 
on to the kitchen, and I saw Lisette’s godmother — she gave 
me a friendly wave. 

‘Papillon,’ said the governor of Royale, ‘Governor Dutain 
looks upon you as a man worthy of confidence, one who 
has redeemed himself by the attempted rescue of his wife’s 
godchild. As for me, I only know you by our official reports, 
which describe you as really dangerous from every point of 
view. I’d rather forget the reports and rely on my colleague 
Dutain. Now a commission will undoubtedly come over here 
to make an inquiry, and the transportees of all categories will 
have to state what they know. It’s certain that you and a few 
others have a great deal of influence over all the prisoners and 
that they’Il follow your instructions to the letter. We’d like to 
know your opinion on the mutiny and also whether, to a greater 
or lesser extent, you can foresee what your block will say — 
yours in the first place and then the other ones.’ 

‘For my part, I’ve nothing to say, nor can I influence what 
the others may say. If the commission comes to make a genuine 
inquiry in the present atmosphere, you’re all done for — 
sacked.’ 

‘What are you talking about, Papillon? The mutiny has been 
stopped by me and my colleagues.’ 

“You may be able to save your own skin; but the chiefs on 
Royale won’t.’ 

“What do you mean?’ The two governors of Royale started 
up and then sat down again. 

‘If you go on talking about a mutiny officially, you’re all 
lost. If you like to accept my conditions, I’ll save the lot of 
you, except for Filissari.’ 

‘What conditions?’ 

‘First, that life should go back to normal at once, starting 
from tomorrow morning. It’s only with free talk and movement 
that there’s any possibility of influencing what people are to 
tell the inquiry. Am I right or wrong?’ 

‘Right,’ said Dutain. ‘But why do we have to be saved?’ 

“You two from Royale, you’re not only in charge of Royale 
but of the other islands too.’ 

“Yes.” 
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‘Well, Girasolo squealed, telling you a mutiny was being 
prepared. With Hautin and Amaud as the leaders.’ 

‘Carbonieri too,’ put in the screw. 

‘No, that’s not true. Carbonieri was a personal enemy of 
Girasolo’s from back in Marseilles: he was just compromising 
him out of revenge. But you didn’t believe in this mutiny. Why 
not? Because he told you that its object was to kill all the 
women, children, Arabs and screws — it seemed unbelievable. 
And then again, two boats for eight hundred men on Royale 
and only one for the six hundred on Saint-Joseph. No level- 
headed man would agree to take part in a job of that kind.’ 

‘How do you know all this?’ 

“That’s my business. Butif you go on talking about a mutiny 
all this will come out and be proved, even if you make me 
vanish — indeed, even more so if you try that on. So the 
responsibility lies with Royale, who sent these men to Saint- 
Joseph, but without separating them. The right decision was 
to send one to Devil’s Island and the other to Saint-Joseph; 
although I admit the crazy story was difficult to believe: and 
that’s why you can’t escape heavy punishment if the inquiry 
finds out. I say it again: if you go on talking about a mutiny 
you’re sunk — sunk by your own words. So if you accept my 
conditions — first, as I’ve already said, that life returns to 
normal from tomorrow morning: second, that all the men in 
the cells on suspicion of complicity are let out at once and 
that they aren’t submitted to any interrogation about the part 
they played in the mutiny, since it never existed: and third, 
that Filissari is sent to Royale this minute, in the first place 
for his own safety, because if there was no mutiny, how can 
the killing of thcse three men be accounted for? And then 
because that warder is no better than a crawling murderer and 
at the time of the incident he was yellow with fright — he 
wanted to kill everybody including all of us in our block. If 
you accept these conditions, I’ll fix it so that everyone says 
Arnaud, Hautin and Marceau behaved as they did so as to do 
the greatest possible amount of harm they could before being 
killed themselves. It was absolutely impossible to have fore- 
seen what they were going to do. They had no accomplices: 
they told no one. What everyone will say is that these guys 
had made up their minds to commit suicide this way — to kill 
as many as they could before they were knocked on the head. 
It’s suicide they were after. Now, if you like, Ill step into the 
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kitchen and let you think it over before giving me your answer.’ 

I went into the kitchen and closed the door. Madame Dutain 
grasped my hand and gave me some coffee and brandy. 
Mohamed said, ‘You didn’t put in a word for me?’ 

‘That’s the governor’s business. He’s given you a gun, so 
obviously he means to have you pardoned.’ 

Lisette’s godmother murmured to me, ‘Well, those men 
from Royale have had what was coming to them.’ 

‘Ha, ha! It was just too easy for them to say there was a 
mutiny on Saint-Joseph, and everyone knew all about it except 
for your husband.’ 

‘Papillon, I heard everything, and I understood right away 
that you meant to take our side.’ 

‘That’s true, Madame Dutain.’ 

The door opened. ‘Come in, Papillon,’ said a screw. 

‘Sit down, Papillon,’ said the governor of Royale. ‘We’ve 
talked it over and we’ve come to the unanimous decision 
that you’re certainly right. There was no mutiny. These three 
transportees had made up their minds to commit suicide, killing 
as many as possible first. So from tomorrow life will be as it 
was before. Monsieur Filissari is posted to Royale this very 
night. His case is our business and as far as he’s concerned 
we don’t ask for your collaboration. We rely upon you to keep 
your word.’ 

“You can count on me. Good-bye.’ 

‘Mohamed and you two warders, take Papillon back to his 
block. Bring Filissari in: he’s going back to Royale with us.’ 

On the way I told Mohamed I hoped he’d leave the island 
a free man. he thanked me. 

“Well, and what did the screws want with you?’ 

Speaking clearly in that total silence I gave an exact, word- 
by-word account of what had happened. ‘If there’s anyone 
who doesn’t agree or who thinks he’s got anything to say 
against this arrangement I made with the screws for all of us, 
let him speak up.’ 

They all said they agreed. ‘Do you think they believed no 
one else was involved?’ 

‘No, but unless they want to be torpedoed they just have to 
believe it. And if we don’t want trouble, we have to believe 
it too.’ 

At seven o’clock the next morning all the punishment cells 
were emptied. There were more than a hundred and twenty in 
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them. No one went off to work, but all the buildings were 
open and the yard was full of convicts walking around perfectly 
free, talking, smoking, and sitting either in the sun or the shade 
as they chose. Niston had gone off to hospital. Carbonieri 
told me they’d put a label ‘Suspected of being involved in 
the mutiny’ on between eighty and a hundred of the cell 
doors. 

Now that we were all together again, we learnt what had 
really happened. Filissari had only killed one man: the two 
others had been killed by young screws who were threatened 
by convicts — the men were cornered and thought they were 
going to be killed, so they drew their knives and charged, 
hoping to account for at least one before they were done for. 
And so that was how a genuine mutiny (which luckily failed 
at the very beginning) was turned into a strange kind of suicide 
on the part of three convicts: for that was the explanation 
officially accepted by everybody — by the prison service and 
by the prisoners alike. It left behind it a legend or a true story. 
I’m not sure which — probably something between the two. 

It seems that the funeral of the three men killed in the camp 
and of Hautin and Marceau was carried out like this: since 
there was only one box with a trap for throwing the bodies 
into the sea, the screws laid them all in the bottom of the boat 
and tossed all five to the sharks at the same moment. They’d 
worked out that the first would have time to sink, the stones 
on their feet taking them down, while their friends were being 
eaten by the sharks. I was told that not a single one of these 
corpses had gone down but that all five had jigged about on 
the surface just as. the sun was setting, a shroud-white ballet, 
puppets jerked by the snouts and the tails of the sharks in a 
banquet worthy of Nebuchadnezzor. It was said that the horror 
of the sight was so great that the screws and lags fled before 
It. 

A commission of inquiry came, staying nearly five days on 
Saint-Joseph and two on Royale. I wasn’t singled out for 
questioning: I just went before it like the others. Through 
Governor Dutain ] learnt that everything passed off well. Filis- 
sari was sent on leave until it should be time for him to 
retire: so he wouldn’t be coming back. Mohamed was given 
a remission of the whole of his sentence. Governor Dutain 
was awarded an extra stripe. 

There are alwavs moaners, and yesterday a man from Bor- 
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deaux said to me, ‘And what have we lags gained by fixing 
things for the screws?’ 

I looked at him and said, ‘Not much. Just fifty or sixty 
convicts won’t have to do five years solitary for complicity. 
Nothing much, is it, mate?’ 

The storm died away. There was a silent connivance 
between warders and prisoners that completely disoriented the 
inquiry: and maybe that was just what the commission wanted 
— everything to be settled peacefully. 

As far as I myself was concerned I’d neither gained nor 
lost, apart from the fact that my friends were grateful to me 
for not having to undergo a severer discipline. Far from it — 
the authorities even did away with the dragging of boulders. 
That horrible fatigue was abolished. Now it was the buffaloes 
that did the pulling and the convicts that put the rocks into 
their places. Carbonieri went back to the bakery. For my part 
I too was trying to get back to Royale. For there was no 
workshop here on Saint-Joseph, and therefore it was imposs- 
ible to make a raft. 

Pétain’s coming to power made the relations between the 
transportees and the warders worse. All the men belonging to 
the prison service said very loud and clear that they were 
Pétainists: so much so that one screw from Normandy said to 
me, ‘Shall I tell you something, Papillon? I never really was 
a republican.’ 

No one had a radio on the islands and no one knew what 
was going on. What’s more, it was said that we were providing 
supplies for German submarines at Martinique and Guadal- 
oupe. There was no making head or tail of it. There were 
arguments and discussions all the time. 

‘Do you know what I think, Papi? This is the moment for 
us to have a mutiny, so as to hand over the islands to de 
Gaulle’s Free French.’ . 

‘So you think Long Charlie wants a penal settlement? What 
for? Just tell me that, will you?’ 

“Why, to pick up two or three thousand men, of course.’ 

‘Lepers, lunatics, consumptives, characters rotted with dys- 
entery? You’re aright comic, you are. That guy’s not a bloody 
fool, cluttering himself up with convicts.’ 

‘And what about the two thousand healthy men?’ 

‘That’s different. But just because they’re men, does that 
mean they’re any good as soldiers? Do you think war’s the 
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same as a hold-up? A hold-up lasts ten minutes: a war goes 
on for years and years. Patriotic fervour, that’s what you need 
to be a good soldier. And whatever you may say, I don’t see 
a single guy here who'd want to give his life for France.’ 

‘And why should anybody, after what France has done for 
us?’ 

‘There you are — you’ve admitted I was right. Fortunately 
Charlie has other people apart from you to carry on the war. 
But still and all, when I think of those lousy Germans in our 
country ...! And when you think there are Frenchmen who 
go along with the Huns! Every single screw here, every last 
one, says he’s for Pétain.’ 

The Comte de Bérac said, ‘It would be one way of 
redeeming oneself.’ And now there happened something very 
extraordinary — there wasn’t a soul among us who’d ever 
spoken of redeeming himself, but now all of a sudden every- 
body, crooks and squares, all these poor bloody convicts, saw 
a gleam of hope. 

‘What do you say to having this mutiny, Papillon, so de 
Gaulle should take us under his orders?’ 

‘I’m very sorry, but I don’t have to redeem myself in the 
eyes of anyone or God’s earth. As for French justice and its 
piece about “‘rehabilitation’’ — my arse. I'll be the one to say 
when I’m rehabilitated. My duty is to go off on a break and 
then once I’m free, to be an ordinary citizen living in society 
without being a danger to it. I don’t believe a guy can prove 
anything else any other way. Still, I’m ready for anything at 
all that'll lead to a break. Handing over the islands to Long 
Charlie doesn’t interest me and I’m dead certain it doesn’t 
interest him either. Anyhow, do you know what the characters 
in power will say if you bring off a stroke of that kind? They’l 
say you took the islands just to be free, not to strike a blow 
for Free France. And then again, do you guys really know 
which is right, de Gaulle or Pétain? I don’t. I know absolutely 
nothing about it. I suffer like a poor miserable bastard at 
knowing that my country’s invaded: I think about my people, 
my relatives, my sisters, my nieces.’ 

“We’d have to be a right set of twats, though, to worry 
ourselves sick about a society that’s never had the least pity 
on us.’ 

‘But it’s natural that one should; because the cops and all 
the French legal machinery and these gendarmes and screws, 
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that’s not France. They’re a class apart, made up of people 
with completely twisted minds. How many of them are ready 
to go into the service of the Germans at this minute? You can 
bet your bottom dollar the French police are arresting their own 
countrymen and handing them over to the German authorities. 
Right. I’ve said it once and I'll say it again, I'll have nothing 
to do with a mutiny, whatever it’s for. Except for a break. But 
how and when?’ 

There were very serious arguments between the two sides. 
One lot were for de Gaulle and the others were for Pétain. 
When it came down to brass tacks nobody really knew any- 
thing, because as I’ve said there was no radio, either among 
the lags or among the screws. News reached us by the boats 
that called in, leaving us a little flour, dried vegetables and 
rice. The war, seen from such a great way off, was hard for 
us to understand. 

It was said that aman had come to Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni, 
recruiting for the Free French. Here in penal we knew nothing, 
only that the Germans were all over France by now. 

One amusing thing happened: a priest came to Royale and 
after mass he gave a sermon. He said, ‘If the islands are 
attacked, you’ll be given weapons to help the warders defend 
French soil.’ That’s perfectly true. He was a splendid man, 
that curé; and he must have had a wonderfully low opinion of 
us. Asking prisoners to defend tneir own cells! God above, 
we really had seen everything in penal! 

As far as we were concerned, the war amounted to this — 
twice the number of screws, everything doubled, all the way 
from simple screw right up to governor and chief warder; a 
great many inspectors, some with a very strong German or 
Alsatian accent; very little bread -- fourteen ounces; very little 
meat. In a word, there was only one thing that had gone up, 
and that was the penalty for a botched escape — death-sentence 
and execution. For added to the accusation of escape there 
was ‘Attempted to join the enemies of France.’ 

I had been on Royale for nearly four months. I had made 
a great friend, Dr. Germain Guibert. His wife, a wonderful 
person, asked me to make her a kitchen garden to help them 
live on this wretched diet. I made her a plot with lettuces, 
radishes, haricots, tomatoes and aubergines. She was delighted 
and she treated me as a real friend. 

This doctor had never shaken a warder’s hand, whatever his 
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rank; but he often did so with me and some other convicts 
he’d come to know and respect. 

When at last I had become a free man once more I got into 
touch with Dr. Germain Guibert again through Dr. Rosenberg. 
He sent me a photo of himself and his wife on the Canebiére 
in Marseilles. He was coming back from Morocco, and he 
congratulated me on being free and happy. He was killed in 
Indo-China, trying to save a wounded man who had been left 
behind. He was an exceptional person and he had a wife worthy 
of him. When I was back in France in 1967 I wanted to go 
and see her. But I gave up the idea, because she had stopped 
writing to me after I’d asked for a testimonial. She had sent 
it, but since then ]’d never heard from her. I don’t know the 
reason for this silence, but in my heart I still have the utmost 
gratitude to both of them for the way they treated me in their 
home on Royale. 

A few months later I was able to get back to Royale. 
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Ninth Exercise-Book 
Saint-Joseph 


Carbonieri’s Death 


Yesterday my friend Matthieu Carbonieri was stabbed clean 
through the heart. This killing started off a series of others. 
He was in the wash-house, quite naked, having a shower; and 
it was when his face was covered with soap that he was 
stabbed. When you had a shower it was usual to open your 
knife and lay it under your things, so as to have just time to 
get it if anyone who looked like an enemy suddenly appeared. 
The neglect of this little precaution cost him his life. The man 
who'd killed my mate was an Armenian, a life-long ponce. 

With the governor’s permission. I carried my friend down 
to the quay myself, helped by ancther man. He was heavy and 
going down the hill I had to rest three times. I attached a big 
stone to his feet, using wire instead of rope. That way the 
sharks wouldn’t be able to bite through it, and he’d go down 
without their eating him. 

The bell tolled and we reached the wharf. It was six o’clock 
in the evening. We got into the boat. The sun was touching 
the horizon. There under the lid of the well-known box that 
was used for everybody lay Matthieu, sleeping for ever. For 
him everything was over. 

‘Right, give way,” said the screw at the tiller. In under ten 
minutes we reached the current formed by the run between 
Royale and Saint-Joseph. And then all at once there was a 
great lump in my throat. Dozens of shark-fins appeared above 
the surface, cruising swiftly in an area not more than four 
hundred yards wide. Here they were, the convicts’ undertakers, 
at the rendezvous on time. 

God willing they wouldn’t have time to seize hold of my 
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friend. We raised our oars to say farewell. The box was tilted. 
Wrapped in flour sacks, Matthieu’s body slid out, drawn by 
the weight of the heavy stone, and in a moment it was in the 
sea. 

Horror! It had just touched and I thought it was vanishing 
when it was heaved right up in the air by God knows how 
many sharks — seven, ten, twenty — there was no telling. Before 
the boat could get away the flour sacks were ripped off: and 
then something incomprehensible happened. Matthieu showed 
there for two or three seconds, standing upright in the water. 
His right forearm had already gone. With half his body above 
the surface he came straight for the boat, and then, in the midst 
of a still stronger swirl, he disappeared for ever. The sharks 
passed under the boat, thumping the bottom so that one man 
lost his balance and nearly fell into the water. 

All of us, inclucling the screws, were horror-struck. For the 
first time in my life I wanted to die. I was very close to 
throwing myself to the sharks, so as to leave this hell for good 
and all. 

Slowly I walked up from the wharf to the camp. No one 
with me. I put the stretcher over my shoulder and I reached 
the flat place where my buffalo Brutus went for Danton. I 
stopped and sat down. Night had fallen although it was only 
seven. In the west the sky was still faintly lit by a few gleams 
from the sunken sun. All the rest was black, with the beam of 
the light-house piercing the darkness every now and then: my 
heart was full. 

What the hell, vou wanted to see a funeral, and your best 
friend’s funeral into the bargain? Well, you’ ve seen it, all right, 
all right. You heard the bell. Have you had enough, brother? 
Is your unhealthy curiosity satisfied? 

The guy who did it — you’ve still got him to take apart. 
When? Tonight. Why tonight? It’s too early: the guy will be 
absolutely on tip-toe. They are ten in his gourbi. Still, you 
mustn’t be beaten to the mark. How many men can I count 
on, now? Four, and then there’s me: five. That’s all right. 
Wipe this guy out. Yes: and if possible I’1] get away to Devil’s 
Island. No rafts there, no preparations, nothing: just two sacks 
of coconuts and I jump into the sea. The distance to the coast 
is fairly short — twenty-five miles as the crow flies. What 
with waves, winds and tides, that would probably turn into 
seventy-five. It would only be a question of holding out. I was 
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strong, and two days at sea, astride my sack — why, I ought 
to be able to cope with that. 

I shouldered the stretcher and went up to the camp. When 
I reached the gate a very extraordinary thing happened: I was 
searched. That never happened: not ever. The screw himself 
took my knife. 

‘Are you trying to get me killed? What am I being disarmed 
for? Don’t you know you’re sending me to my death, doing 
this? If I’m killed, it'll be your fault.” No one replied, neither 
the screws nor the Arab turnkeys. The door was opened and 
I walked into the hall. “You can’: see a thing in here. Why’s 
there only one lamp instead of three?’ 

‘Papi, come over here.’ Grancet pulled me by the sleeve. 
There was not much noise in the room. You could feel some- 
thing serious was just going to happen, or had just that moment 
happened. 

‘lve not got my knife any more. They searched me and 
took it away.’ 

“You won’t need it tonight.’ 

“Why not?’ 

‘The Armenian and his friend are in the latrines.’ 

“What are they doing there?’ 

‘They’re dead.’ 

‘Who put the chill on them?’ 

‘I did.’ 

“That was quick. What about the others?’ 

‘There are four left in their gourbi. Paulo gave me his sacred 
word they wouldn’t stir but would wait to know whether you 
agree that the business should stop here.’ 

‘Give me a knife.’ 

‘Here’s mine. Ill stay in this corner: you go and speak to 
them.’ 

I walked towards their gourbi. My eyes were used to the 
dimness now. I could make them out quite clearly. There they 
stood, the four of them, close together, side by side in front 
of their hammocks. 

“You want to talk to me, Paulo?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Alone or with your friends here? What do you want with 
me?’ I left a prudent five feet between us. I had the knife open 
in my left hand with its hilt right there in my palm. 

‘I wanted to tell you it seems to me your friend has been 
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properly revenged — that this is enough. You’ve lost your best 
friend: we’ve lost two of ours. As I see it, things ought to stop 
here. What do you think?’ 

‘Paulo, I hear what you say. If you agree, what we might 
do would be for the two gourbis to promise not to make a 
move for a week. By then we’d know what ought to be done. 
Right?’ 

‘Right.’ 

And I withdrew. 

‘Well, what did they say?’ 

‘That they thought the death of the Armenian and Sans- 
Souci revenge encugh for Matthieu.’ 

‘No,’ said Galgani. Grandet said nothing. Jean Castelli and 
Louis Gravon were in favour of a peace agreement. ‘What 
about you, Papi?’ 

‘In the first place, who killed Matthieu? The Armenian. 
Right. I’ve suggested an agreement. I’ve given my word and 
they’ve given theirs that none of us will stir for a week.’ 

‘So you don’t want to revenge Matthieu?’ said Galgani. 

‘Matthieu’s revenged already: two men have been killed for 
him. Why kill the others?’ 

“Were they even in on what was going to happen? That’s 
what we ought to find out.’ 

‘Good night, everyone. You must excuse me — I’m going 
to try to get some sleep.’ 

In any case I felt I had to be alone, and I stretched out on 
my hammock. I felt a hand gliding gently over me and taking 
the knife. A low voice in the darkness. ‘Sleep if you can, Papi: 
sleep easy. We’re going to keep watch, turn and turn 
about.’ 

There had been 10 real sound reason for my friend’s sudden, 
violent, disgusting death. The Armenian had killed him just 
because during the gambling the night before Matthieu had 
compelled him to pay a bet of a hundred and seventy francs. 
The bleeding fool thought he’d lost face because he’d had to 
obey in front of the thirty or forty other men in the game. 
Wedged there between Matthieu and Grandet he’d had no 
choice about it. 

In that back-handed, cowardly way he had killed a man who 
was the very best example of the pure adventurer, clean and 
straight in his own particular world. It wounded me deeply, 
and the only satisfaction I had was that the killers had survived 
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their crime by no more than a few hours. A precious small 
satisfaction. 

Grandet, moving like a tiger, had stabbed them in the throat, 
one after the other, before they had had time to defend them- 
selves — he had thrust with the speed of an expert fencer. It 
occurred to me that the place where they had fallen must be 
swimming with blood. Stupidly I thought, ‘I should like to 
ask who dragged them off to the latrine.’ But I could not bring 
myself to speak. Behind my closed eyes I could see the tragic 
red and violet sunset, its last gleams lighting up the Dantesque 
scene of the sharks fighting over my friend. . . And that upright 
trunk, the right forearm already gone, advancing towards the 
boat! So it was true that the bell called the sharks and that the 
swine knew they were going to be fed when it began to toll 
... Once again I saw those scores of fins — the sombre gleam 
as they cruised, circling round and round like submarines. 
There were certainly more than a hundred of them. . . For my 
friend it was all over: the way down the drain had done its 
job right through to the end. 

To be stabbed to death over a trifle at the age of forty! Poor 
Matthieu. I couldn’t bear it any more. No. No. No. I was quite 
happy to have the sharks eat me, but alive, making a dash for 
freedom, with no flour sacks, stone and rope. No spectators, 
either screws or convicts. No bell. If I was to be eaten, fine; 
but let them get me down alive, struggling against the sea and 
sky to reach the mainland. 

‘It’s over — finished. No more too-carefully-prepared 
escapes. Devil’s Island, two sacks of coconuts and have it 
away — let everything rip and trust in God.’ 

After all, it would only be a question of my holding out. 
Forty-eight hours or sixty? Would such a long time in the 
water, together with the muscular effort of holding myself 
astride on the sacks, paralyse me at some point? If I was lucky 
enough to get to Devil’s Island I’d try the experiment. The 
first thing to do was to get off Royale and be sent to Devil’s 
Island. Then I’d see. 

‘Are you asleep, Papi?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Like some coffee?’ 

I don’t mind if I do.’ I sat up in my hammock and took 
the hot mug that Grandet was holding out, together with a 
Gauloise already lit. 
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“What’s the time?’ 

“One in the morning. I took over the watch at midnight, but 
as I saw you were moving all the time it occurred to me you 
weren’t asleep.’ 

‘I wasn’t, either. Matthieu’s death knocked me flat: but his 
funeral there with the sharks was even worse. It was hideous. 
Do you know that?” 

‘Don’t tell me, Papi; I can imagine what it must have been 
like. You should never have gone.’ 

‘I thought the stuff about the bell was all balls. And then 
with the heavy stone held by wire I’d never have believed the 
sharks would have had time to catch him as he sank. Poor old 
Matthieu: I’ll see that horrible sight as long as I live. And what 
about you — how did you manage to wipe out the Armenian and 
Sans-Souci so quickly?’ 

‘I was at the far end of the island, fixing an iron door at 
the slaughterhouse when I heard they’d killed our friend. It 
was midday. Instead of going up to the camp I went back to 
work, saying I had to see to the lock. I managed to fit a 
two-edged blade into a tube a yard long. Both the tube and 
the handle of the knife were hollowed out. I went back to the 
camp at five, carrying the tube. The screw asked me what it 
was and I said the wooden bar of my hammock had broken, 
so for that night ] was going to use this tube. It was still 
day-light when I went into the hall, but I left the tube in the 
washhouse. I picked it up before roll-call. It began to grow 
dark. With our friends standing round me I quickly fitted the 
blade on to the tube. The Armenian and Sans-Souci were 
standing in their part of the room, in front of their hammocks; 
Paulo was a little way behind them. Jean Castelli and Louis 
Gravon are very good guys, as you know: but they’re old and 
they aren’t quick enough for a set battle of this kind. I wanted 
to do it before you came back, so that you shouldn’t be mixed 
up in it. If we were caught, with your record you’d have risked 
the maximum. Jean went down to the far end of the hall and 
put out one of the lights: Gravon did the same at the top end. 
With just the one in the middle, there was almost no light in 
the room. I had a »ig electric torch that Dega had given me. 
Jean walked in front, me behind him. When we reached them 
he raised his arm and shone the torch in their faces. The 
Armenian was dazzled and he lifted his left arm to his eyes: 
there was time to get him in the throat with my lance. Sans- 
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Souci was dazzled next and he stabbed out in the air in front 
of him. I hit him so hard with my blade I went right through 
and out the other side. Paulo flung himself flat on the ground 
and rolled under the hammocks. As Jean had turned off the 
torch I didn’t go after him — that’s what saved Paulo.’ 

‘Who dragged them off to the latrines?’ 

‘I don’t know. I think it was the other men of their gourbi, 
so as to get the chargers out of their guts.’ 

‘But there must have been a hell of a great pool of blood.’ 

“You’re telling me there was a hell of a great pool of blood. 
Their throats were cut through and through, and they must 
have spilled every last drop of juice they had. I had the idea 
of the torch while I was getting the lance ready. In the work- 
shop there was a screw, changing the batteries in his. That 
gave me the notion and I got into touch with Dega at once, 
making him let me have one. They can make a full-blown 
search if they like. The torch has been taken out and given 
back to Dega by an Arab turnkey: the knife, too. So no leaks 
as far as those things are concerned. I’ve no regrets. They 
killed our friend when he had his eyes full of soap: I helped 
them to commit suicide when their eyes were full of light. 
We’re quits. What do you think about it, Papi?’ 

“You did splendidly, and I don’t know how to thank you 
for having revenged our friend so soon: and for having had 
the idea of keeping me out of the whole business, too.’ 

‘Think nothing of it. I did my duty: you’ve had such a bad 
time and you so desperately want to be free, I just had to do 
it.’ 

‘Thank you, Grandet. Yes, I want to get out more than ever 
now. Will you help me to fix things so this business stops here? 
To tell you the truth, I’d be very surprised if the Armenian had 
told his gourbi before he killed Matthieu. Paulo would never 
have put up with such a cowardly murder. He would have 
known what it would lead to.’ 

‘I'm of the same opinion. Only Galgani says they’re all 
guilty.’ 

“We’ll see what happens at six. I won’t go out to work. I'll 
pretend to be ill so as to stay.’ 

Five in the morning. The block leader came over tous. ‘Do 
you guys think I ought to call the guard? I’ve just found two 
stiffs in the latrine.’ This chap, an old lag of seventy, was 
trying to make us, us, believe he hadn’t noticed a thing since 
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half-past six yesterday evening, the time the chill had been 
put on them. The hall must have been covered with blood, 
because as men walked to and fro they must necessarily have 
stepped in the pool, which was right there in the middle of 
the alley. 

Grandet replied just as cunningly as the old boy. ‘Really? 
Two stiffs in the latrine? Since when?’ 

‘Search me,’ said the old lag. ‘I’ve been asleep since six. 
It was only just now, when I went to have a piss, that I slipped 
in the sticky mess. I lit my lighter, saw it was blood, and then 
I found the characters there in the latrine.’ 

‘Call them, and we’ll see what they say.’ 

‘Warders! Warders!”’ 

‘What are you bawling for, you old brute? Is the block on 
fire?’ 

‘No, Chief: there are two stiffs in the bogs.’ 

‘Well, what do you want me to do about it? Bring them 
back to life? It’s a quarter past five now: at six we'll have a 
look. Stop anyone going into the latrine.’ 

‘That’s just not possible. Now, just when everybody’s get- 
ting up, everyone goes to have a piss or a shit.’ 

‘True enough. Wait a minute — I'll tell the boss.’ 

They appeared: three screws, one chief warder and two 
others. We thought they were going to come in, but no, they 
stayed there at the barred door. 

“You say there are two dead men in the latrine?’ 

‘Yes, Chief.’ 

‘Since when?’ 

‘I don’t know. I found them just now, when I went to have 
a piss.’ 

“Who are they?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Oh all right, you old lunatic, I'll tell you. One of them’s 
the Armenian. Go and have a look.’ 

“You’re quite right: it’s the Armenian and Sans-Souci.’ 

‘Good. We’ll wait for the roll-call.’ And they went off. 

Six o’clock and the first bell. The door opened. The two 
coffee men hurried along, followed by the ones with the 
bread. 

Half past six and the second bell. Day had broken and the 
alley was covered with the footprints of the men who’d walked 
in the blood during the night. 


404 


The two governors appeared. It was full daylight. Eight 
warders and the doctor with them. 

‘Everyone strip! Stand to attention in front of your ham- 
mocks. It’s an absolute slaughter-house — there’s blood 
everywhere!’ 

The deputy-governor was the first to go into the latrines. 
When he came out again he was as white as a sheet. ‘Their 
throats have been literally ripped out. Nobody heard or saw 
anything, of course?’ 

Total silence. 

“You’re the block leader, old man: these men are stiff. Doc- 
tor, about how long have they been dead?’ 

‘Eight to ten hours,’ said the medico. 

‘And you only found them at five? You never saw or heard 
anything?’ 

‘No. I’m hard of hearing and I can scarcely see: what’s 
more I’m seventy years old — forty of them in penal. So I 
sleep a lot, you see. I was asleep by six, and it was only 
because I wanted to piss that I woke up at five. It was a bit 
of luck, because ordinarily I sleep until the bell.’ 

“You’re right, it was a bit of luck,’ said the governor ironi- 
cally. ‘It was a bit of luck for us, too, because this way every- 
body’s slept peacefully all night through, both warders and 
prisoners. Stretcher-bearers, pick up these two corpses and 
carry them off to the operating room. I’d like you to do a 
postmortem, Doctor. And you people, get out one by one into 
the yard, naked.’ 

Each one of us filed past the governor and the doctor. The 
men were very closely examined all over. No one had a wound: 
several had splashes of blood. They said they’d slipped, going 
to the latrines. Grandet, Galgani and I were inspected more 
attentively than the others. 

‘Papillon, which is your place?’ They searched all my pos- 
sessions: ‘Where’s your knife?’ 

‘The warder on the gate took it from me at seven yesterday 
evening.’ 

‘That’s true,’ said the screw. ‘He cut up very rough, saying 
we wanted him to be killed.’ 

‘Grandet, is this knife yours?’ 

‘Why, yes: it was in my place, so it must be mine.’ He 
looked at the knife very carefully: it was as clean as a new 
pin — not a spot anywhere. 
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The medico came out of the latrine and said, ‘It was a 
double-edged dagger that was used to cut these men’s throats. 
They were killed standing up. It’s incomprehensible. A convict 
doesn’t just stand there like a rabbit, without defending him- 
self, while his throat is cut. Someone must have been 
wounded.’ 

‘And yet as you can see for yourself, Doctor, no man here 
has so much as a scratch.’ 

“Were these two men dangerous?’ 

“Very dangerous indeed, Doctor. The Armenian was cer- 
tainly the man who killed Carbonieri in the wash-house at 
nine yesterday morning.’ 

‘Investigation closed, said the governor. ‘Still, keep 
Grandet’s knife. Everybody out to work, except for the inval- 
ids. Papillon, you reported sick?’ 

“Yes, Governor.’ 

“You lost no time in revenging your friend. I’m not taken 
in, you know. Unfortunately I’ve no proofs and I know I shan’t 
get any. For the last time, has anyone any statement to make? 
If there is one of you who can shed any light on this double 
crime, I give my word he’ll be un-interned and sent to the 
mainland.’ 

Dead silence. 

The whole of the Armenian’s gourbi reported sick. Seeing 
this, Grandet, Gaigani, Jean Castelli and Louis Gravon also 
put themselves on the list at the last moment. The room was 
emptied of its hundred and twenty men. There remained the 
five of my gourbi and the four of the Armenian’s, together 
with the watchmaker, the block leader, grumbling continually 
about all the cleaning he was going to have to do, and two or 
three other convicts, of whom one was an Alsatian called Big 
Sylvain. 

This was a man who lived all by himself in penal: everyone 
liked him. He was a highly respected man of action, and it 
was a most uncommon feat that had sent him down for twenty 
years. Single-handed, he attacked the mail van on the Paris- 
Brussels express, knocked out the two men in charge and 
tossed the mail sacks on to the ballast; they were picked up 
by accomplices along the line and they brought in a handsome 
sum. 

Sylvain saw the two gourbis whispering, each in a different 
corner, and as he didn’t know we’d agreed not to make a 
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move, he went so far as to take it upon himself to speak. ‘I 
hope you’re not going to fight a pitched battle — a Three 
Musketeers kind of job?’ 

‘Not today,’ said Galgani. ‘That’ll be for later.’ 

‘How come later? Never put off for tomorrow what you can 
do today,’ said Paulo. ‘But for my part I can’t see any reason 
why we should kill one another. What do you think, Papillon?’ 

‘One single question: did you know what the Armenian was 
going to do?’ 

‘On my word as a man, Papi, we knew nothing: and if you 
want to know, I’m not sure — if the Armenian wasn’t dead — 
whether I should have put up with what he did.’ 

‘Well, if that’s how itis, why not let’s stop the whole thing 
for good?’ said Grandet. 

‘That’s what we think. Let’s shake hands and say no more 
about this wretched business.’ 

‘OK.’ 

‘I’m the witness,’ said Sylvain. ‘I’m truly glad it’s over.’ 

‘Let’s say no more.’ 

At six that evening the bell began to toll. Hearing it, I 
could not prevent myself from seeing yesterday once again: 
my friend rushing towards the boat with half his body reared 
out of the water. The picture was so striking, so shocking, 
even twenty-four hours later, that not for a moment could I 
hope that the Armenian and Sans-Souci were being treated so 
by the sharks. 

Galgani said not a word. He knew very well what had 
happened to Carbonieri. Swinging his legs as he sat astride 
his hammock, he stared into emptiness. Grandet was not back 
yet. The tolling had been over for a good ten minutes when, 
without looking at me, Galgani, still swinging his legs, said 
in an undertone, ‘I hope none of the sharks that ate Matthieu 
got so much as a scrap of that Armenian sod. It would be too 
bloody silly for them to have been dead against one another 
in life and then to come together in a shark’s belly.’ 

The loss of that true, great-hearted friend was going to mean 
a dreadful gap in my life. It would be better for me to get off 
Royale as soon as possible and start moving. That’s what I 
said to myself over and over again every day. 
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Break from the Asylum 


‘Since there’s a war on and the punishment for a bungled 
escape is so much heavier, this isn’t a time to muck up a 
break, Salvidia. Right?’ The Italian with the gold charger and 
I were talking by the wash-house: we’d just re-read the poster 
that announced the new regulations in case of escape. I went 
on, ‘Yet it’s not the risk of being sentenced to death that’ll 
stop me going. What about you?’ 

‘As far as I’m concerned, Papillon, I just can’t take it any 
more and I want to make a break. However it ends. I’ve asked 
to be taken on in the lunatic asylum as an attendant. I know 
there are two drums in the asylum dispensary; they hold fifty 
gallons apiece, so they are plenty big enough to make a raft. 
One’s full of olive-oil and the other of vinegar. It seems to 
me that if we lashed them together so that they couldn’t poss- 
ibly come apart, there would be a very fair chance of reaching 
the mainland. There’s no watch kept on the outside of the 
walls round the asylum. On the inside there’s only one medical 
warder on guard at any time, with some convicts to help him 
keep watch on the lunatics. Why don’t you join me up there?’ 

‘As an attendant?’ 

‘Impossible, Papillon. You know very well they’d never 
give you a job in the asylum. It’s far from the camp; it’s not 
heavily guarded — there’s everything against sending you there. 
But you might get in as a patient.’ 

‘That would be very tricky, Salvidia. When the doctor puts 
you down as cracked, what he’s giving you is nothing more 
nor less than the right to do whatever you like without being 
held responsible. It’s officially admitted that you aren’t answer- 
able. Do you real:ze the responsibility he takes upon himself 
when he signs that kind of a certificate? You can kill a convict, 
or even a screw or a screw’s wife, or a child if you like. You 
can escape — you can commit any crime you can think of and 
the law has no hold on you. The very worst it can do is to put 
you into a padded cell with nothing on except a strait-jacket. 
And even that can only go on for a certain period: in time 
they have to let up. The result is that however serious your 
crime, escapes included, you don’t pay the penalty.’ 

‘Papillon, I believe in you: you’re the man I’d really like 
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to make a break with. Do everything you possibly can to join 
me as a lunatic. Being an attendant I’ll be able to help 
you bear it — I’ll be able to give you a hand when things are 
tough. I admit it must be horrible to find yourself among all 
those very dangerous creatures when you're not mad 
yourself.’ 

“You go on up to the asylum, Romeo. I'll look thoroughly 
into the whole thing; and above all I’ll find out about the first 
signs of madness so as to convince the doc. In any case, it’s 
not at all a bad idea to get myself certified as irresponsible.’ 

I began studying the question seriously. There was no book 
on the subject in the prison library. Whenever I had an opportu- 
nity I talked about it with men who had been ill for quite a 
time and gradually I formed a fairly clear notion. 


1. All lunatics have agonizing pins in the back of the head. 

2. They often have a humming in their ears. 

3. They are very much on edge, so can’t stay lying in the 
same position for long without having a nervous explosion 
that wakes them up, their whole body jerking, tensed to the 
breaking-point. 


So what I had to do was to have someone find out I had 
these symptoms, rather than me speaking of them directly. I 
was to be just mad enough to force the doctor to put me into 
the asylum, but not so mad, not so violently mad, as to justify 
ill-treatment by the warders - strait-jackets, beating-up, 
reduced diet, bromide injections, cold or boiling baths, etc. If 
I did the act well enough I ough: to be able to come it over 
the doctor. 

There was one thing in my favour — what reason could I 
possibly have for swinging the lead? As the doctor would find 
no answer to that question, it was likely that I should win the 
game. There was no other way out for me. They had refused 
to send me to Devil’s Island. Now that my friend Matthieu 
had been murdered I could no longer bear the camp. To hell 
with hesitation! My mind was made up. I’d get myself on the 
sick-list on Monday. It would be better if someone else 
reported me sick, someone who would speak in good faith. 
I’d have to behave abnormally inside the block now and then. 
Then the block leader would speak to the screw and the screw 
himself would put me down on the list. 
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For three days now I had not slept: I no longer washed or 
shaved. I masturbated several times every night and I ate 
very little. Yesterday I asked my neighbour why he’d taken a 
non-existent photo from my place. That made him uneasy and 
he moved elsewhere. The soup often stood for a few minutes 
in the tub before it was distributed. I went over to the tub, and 
there in front of everybody I pissed into it. That cast something 
of a damper on the room, but I dare say my look discouraged 
them, because no one made any objection. Only my friend 
Grandet said, ‘Papillon, what did you do that for?’ 

‘Because they forgot to salt it.’ And without paying any 
attention to the others I went and fetched my bowl, holding it 
out to the block leader to be filled. There was a dead silence, 
and they all watched me as I ate my soup. 

These two happenings brought me up in front of the doctor 
this morning without any asking on my part. 

‘Well, Doctor, are you all right? Yes or no?’ I repeated my 
question. The doctor looked at me, amazed. I fixed him with 
a studiedly natural stare. 

“Yes, I’m all right,’ said the doctor. ‘But what about you? 
Are you sick?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Then why are you on the list?’ 

‘No reason at all: they told me you were ill. ’'m glad to see 
it wasn’t true. Good-bye.’ 

‘Just a minute, Papillon. Sit down there, opposite me. Look 
into my face.’ And the medico examined my eyes with a little 
torch that threw a narrow beam. 

‘Did you see any of the things you thought you were going 
to find, Doc? Your light isn’t very strong, but even so I think 
you know what I mean. Tell me, did you see them?’ 

‘See what?’ said the medico. 

‘Don’t be such a bloody fool. Are you a doctor or a vet? 
Don’t you tell me you didn’t have time to see them before 
they hid — either you don’t want to tell me, or you take me 
for a genuine twat.’ My eyes were shining with tiredness. I 
was unwashed and unshaved, and my appearance told in my 
favour. The screws were listening, fascinated; but I didn’t 
make the slightest violent gesture that would let them step in. 
The doctor, soothing me and jollying me along so that I 
shouldn’t get excited, stood up and put his hand on my shoul- 
der. I was still sitting down. 
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“Yes, I didn’t like to tell you, Papillon, but I did have time 
to see them.’ 

“You’re lying, Doc, lying like a real member of the colonial. 
You didn’t see anything at all! What I thought you were look- 
ing for was those three little black specks in my left eye. I 
can only see them when I look at nothing or when I’m reading. 
But when I take a mirror I can see my eye quite clearly, 
without the least trace of the three specks. They hide the second 
I get hold of the glass to look at them in.’ 

‘Send him to hospital,’ said the medico. ‘Take him there at 
once: he’s not to go back to the camp. You tell me you’re not 
sick, Papillon? Maybe you’re right, but I think you’re very 
tired and so I’m going to give you a few days’ rest in hospital. 
You'd like that?’ 

‘I don’t mind one way or another. Hospital or camp, it’s 
still the islands.’ 

The first step had been taken. Half an hour later there I was 
in the hospital, lying in a clean, white-sheeted bed in a well-lit 
cell. On the door a label: ‘Under observation’. 

Gradually, self-hypnotized thrcugh and through, I turned 
myself into a looney. It was a dangerous game: I’d worked 
so carefully, practising that way of twisting my mouth and 
perpetually catching my lower lip with my teeth, I’d studied 
it so thoroughly in front of a hidden scrap of mirror, that I 
caught myself doing it without meaning to. You mustn’t play 
this little game too long, Papi. If you go on forcing yourself 
to feel you’re going crazy it may leave dangerous traces that 
you’ll never lose. Yet I had to play the game all out if I wanted 
to win — that is to say, to get into the asylum, to be certified 
irresponsible and then to set off on a break with my mate. 
Break! That magic word filled me with wild delight, and I 
could already see myself sitting on the two barrels together 
with my friend the Italian attendant, making our way towards 
the mainland. 

The doctor went his rounds every day. He examined me at 
length: we always talked civilly and pleasantly. The doc was 
worried, but he wasn’t yet convinced. So the next thing was 
to tell him I had stabbing pains in the back of my head — the 
first symptom. : 

‘How are you, Papillon? Slept well?’ 

‘Thanks, Doctor, yes, I’m pretty well. And thank you for 
the Match you lent me. But as for sleeping, that’s something 
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else again. Because, do you see, behind my cell there’s a 
pump. It’s there for watering something or other, I dare say, 
but the thump-thump-thump all night gets into the back of my 
head, and it’s just as though there was a thump-thump-thump 
echoing inside mv skull. All night it goes on. Unbearable. So 
I'd be very grateful if you’d have my cell changed.’ 

The doctor turried towards the medical warder and quickly 
whispered, ‘Is there a pump?’ The warder shook his 
head. ‘Change his cell, warder. Where do you want to go, 
Papillon?’ 

‘As far as possible from that bloody pump - right to the 
end of the corridor. Thank you, Doctor.’ 

The door closed; I was alone in my cell again. I caught the 
very faintest hint of a sound — I was being watched through 
the judas. It was certainly the doctor, because I had not heard 
their steps going away after they left the cell. So I quickly 
shook my fist at she wall with the imaginary pump behind it 
and called out — but not too loud — ‘Stop it, stop it, you drunken 
bastard! Are you going to go on watering your garden for 
ever, you ugly sod?’ And I lay down in my bed with my head 
buried under the pillow. 

I didn’t catch the little sound of the brass lid closing over 
the judas, but I did hear footsteps going away. So the character 
at the spy-hole was certainly the doctor. 

That afternoon they changed my cell. I must have made 
the right impression in the morning, because just to take me 
the few yards to the end of the corridor there were two 
screws and two convict orderlies. As they didn’t speak to me, 
I didn’t speak to them either. I merely followed them without 
a word. Two days later, the second symptom — noises in my 
ears. 

‘How are you, Papillon? Have you finished the magazine I 
sent you?’ 

‘No, I’ve not read it. I spent all day and half the night trying 
to smother a mosquito or a little fly that’s living in my ear. I 
shove in cotton wool, but it does no good. Their humming 
goes on and on -- bzz-bzz-bzz. And it not only tickles, but it 
never stops buzzing. It gets you down in the end, Doctor. What 
do you think about it? Maybe, since I haven’t managed to 
smother them we might try drowning them? What do you 
say?’ 

My mouth went on jerking all this time and I saw he took 
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notice of it. He took my hand and looked straight into my 
eyes. I could feel he was concerned and worried. ‘Yes, Papil- 
lon, we’ll drown them. Chatal, syringe his ears.’ 

We had these scenes every morning with variations, but it 
didn’t look as though the doctor could make up his mind to 
send me to the asylum. When he was giving me a bromide 
injection Chatal said, ‘It’s all right for the moment. The doc’s 
badly shaken, but it may still take him a long time before he 
sends you to the asylum. If you want him to make up his mind 
quick, show him you can be dangerous.’ 

‘How are you, Papillon?’ The doctor, accompanied by the 
medical warders and Chatal, greeted me kindly as he opened 
my cell door. 

‘Hold your horses, Doc.’ My whole attitude was aggressive. 
“You know damn well I’m sick. And I’m beginning to wonder 
whether you aren’t in with the sod who’s torturing me.’ 

‘Who’s torturing you? When? How?’ 

‘Listen, Doc, in the first place do you know the work of 
Dr. d’ Arsonval?’ 

‘I should hope so.’ 

‘Then you know he’s invented a multiple-wave oscillator 
to ionize the air round a patient with duodenal ulcers. This 
oscillator sends electric currents. Right: well an enemy of mine 
knocked off one of these machines in the Cayenne hospital. 
Every time I’m really asleep, he presses on the button and the 
current gets me smack in the belly and thighs. I jerk out 
straight, and my whole body jumps six inches into the air. 
How do you expect me to resist that and go on sleeping? It 
went on all last night. I scarcely close my eyes and the current 
hits me. My whole body jerks like a spring being released. I 
can’t bear it any more, Doc. Just you tell them all that if I 
find anyone helping that sod, I'l] take him to pieces. I’ve no 
weapons, but I’m strong enough to strangle any man on earth. 
And if the cap fits, wear it. And you can stuff up your hypocriti- 
cal good mornings and how are you Papillons. I tell you again, 
Doc, just you hold your horses.’ 

This scene paid off. Chatal told me the doctor warned the 
screws to be very careful. To never open my door unless there 
were two or three of them and to always speak to me nicely. 
‘He’s got persecution,’ said the doctor. ‘We’ll have to send 
him to the asylum as quick as possible.’ 

Chatal, meaning to spare me being put into a strait-jacket, 
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had said, ‘I believe I could undertake to lead him to the asylum 
with just one warder.’ 

“Well, Papi, have you had a good dinner?’ 

“Yes, Chatal, it was fine.’ 

‘Would you like to come with me and Monsieur Jeannus?’ 

‘Where to?’ 

“‘We’re just going up to the asylum to take them some 
medical stores: it would make a little walk for you.’ 

‘OK. Let’s go.” And we all three went out of the hospital 
and took the asylum road. Chatal kept on talking as we went 
along, and then, when we were almost there, he said, ‘Aren’t 
you sick of the camp, Papillon?’ 

‘Oh, yes, I’m fed up with it, particularly since my friend 
Carbonieri’s no longer there.’ 

‘Then why don’t you stay in the asylum for a few days? 
That way maybe the character with the electric machine won’t 
be able to find you to send the current.’ 

‘Well, that’s an idea, mate. But do you think they’d take 
me in, me not being sick in the head?’ 

“You leave that to me: Ill put in a word for you,’ said the 
screw, quite delighted at seeing me fall into Chatal’s so-called 
trap. 

So to cut it short, here I was in the asylum together with a 
hundred lunatics. It was no fun at all, living with madmen. 
We exercised in the yard in groups of thirty to forty while the 
orderlies cleaned the cells. Everyone was stark naked, night 
and day. Fortunately it was warm. As for me, I was allowed 
to keep my slippers. 

An orderly had just given me a lit cigarette. Sitting there in 
the sun I reflected that I’d been inside five days now and yet 
I’d not been able to get into touch with Salvidia. 

A lunatic came over to me. I knew about him: his name 
was Fouchet. His mother had sold her house to send him fifteen 
thousand francs through a warder so he could escape. The 
screw was supposed to keep five thousand and give him ten 
thousand. The screw swiped the lot and then left for Cayenne. 
When Fouchet heard his mother had sent him the money — 
heard it from another source — and that she had stripped herself 
all to no purpose, he went raving mad and that same day he 
attacked the warclers. They got on top of him before he could 
do any damage. And from that day, three or four years back, 
he’d been in the asylum. 
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“Who are you?’ I looked at this poor chap, a young fellow 
of about thirty, standing there questioning me. ‘Who am I? 
Why, a man like you, mate; neither more nor less.’ ‘That’s a 
stupid answer. I can see you’re a man, since you’ve got a 
prick and balls: if you’d been a woman you’d have had a hole. 
I was asking who you were? I mean, what’s your name?’ 
‘Papillon.’ ‘Papillon? You’re a butterfly? Poor fellow. Butter- 
flies have wings — they fly. And where are yours?’ ‘I’ve lost 
them.’ ‘You must find them. That way you’d be able to escape. 
The screws have no wings. Give me your cigarette.’ Before 
I had time to hold it out he’d snatched it from my fingers. 
Then he sat down opposite me arid drew in the smoke with 
delight. 

‘And who are you?’ I asked hira. 

‘Me? I’m the one they call the fall-boy. Every time I ought 
to be given something that belongs to me I’m done right in 
the eye.’ ‘How come?’ ‘That’s just the way it is. So that’s 
why I kill as many screws as ever I can. I hanged a couple 
last night. But don’t tell a soul.” ‘What did you hang them 
for?’ ‘They stole my mother’s house. My mother sent me her 
house, do you see? And as they liked the look of it they kept 
it and now they’re living in it. I was right to hang them, wasn’t 
I?’ ‘Quite right. Now they won’t be able to profit by it.” ‘Do 
you see that fat screw over there, behind the bars? He lives 
in the house too. Believe you me, I’Il do him in.’ And he 
stood up and walked off. 

What a relief! It was no sort of picnic, being forced to live 
among all these lunatics; and it was dangerous. At night they 
roared and shrieked all round me, and when the moon was 
full they were more frantic than ever. How can the moon 
possibly affect the condition of mad people? I can’t explain 
it; but often and often I’ve seen it happen. 

The screws reported on the mental cases under observation. 
With me they made a whole lot of cross-checks. For example 
they’d purposely forget to let me out into the yard, to see 
whether I’d notice it and complain. Or else they’d leave out 
one of my meals. I had a stick with a piece of string and I 
went through the motions of fishing. ‘Are they biting, Papil- 
lon?’ asked the chief warder. ‘Not likely. Because whenever 
I go fishing there’s a little fish that follows me everywhere, 
and when it sees a big one just going to bite it says, ‘‘Watch 
out, don’t bite — it’s Papillon who’s fishing.’’ That’s why I 


415 


never catch any. But still, I go on. Maybe one day there’ll be 
a fish that doesn’t believe it.’ 

I heard the screw say to an orderly, ‘Well, he’s right round 
the bend.’ 

When I ate at the big table in the dining-hall, I never could 
manage to get my dish of lentils down. There was a gigantic 
creature well over six feet tall, with arms, legs and trunk as 
hairy as an ape, who had picked on me as his victim. He 
always sat down 1ext to me. The lentils were served very hot, 
so you had to wait for them to cool before you could eat 
them. I’d take my wooden spoon, and by blowing on them I’d 
manage to swallow a few. As for Ivanhoe (he thought he was 
Ivanhoe), he’d take his bowl, make a funnel of his hands and 
gulp the whole Jot down in one go. Then he’d take mine. 
without so much as by your leave and do the same. When 
he’d licked it clean he’d bang it down in front of me and stare 
at me with his huge bloodshot eyes as though to say, ‘There. 
You see how I eat lentils?’ I was beginning to have had quite 
enough of Ivanhoe, and as I was not yet certified I made up 
my mind to use him as a pretext for something spectacular. It 
was lentil day again. Ivanhoe was right there. He sat down 
next to me. His mad face was beaming with delight — he 
already felt the ecstasy of scoffing down his own lentils and 
mine too. I pulled a big, full, heavy earthenware water-jug 
towards me. The giant had scarcely raised my bow] and begun 
to pour my lentils down his throat before I stood up and broke 
the jug over his head with all my strength. He went down with 
an animal cry. Instantly all the other lunatics set upon one 
another, armed w:th their dishes. There was an appalling uproar 
and throughout the whole scene every one of these characters 
kept roaring and howling. 

I was back in my cell, carried like a lump by four burly 
orderlies, who moved fast and without tenderness. I bawled 
out like a maniac, saying Ivanhoe had stolen my wallet and 
identity-card. That did the trick. The doctor decided to certify 
me as irresponsible for my actions. All the screws agreed that 
I was a quiet looney, but with very dangerous moments. Ivan- 
hoe had a splenclid bandage on his head: it seems I’d given 
him a three-inch wound. Fortunately he did not exercise at the 
same time as me. 

I was able to have a talk with Salvidia. He already had a 
copy of the key of the dispensary, where the barrels were kept. 
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He was trying to get hold of enough wire to fasten them 
together. I told him I was afraid wire might break with the 
straining of the barrels in the sez and that it would be better 
to use rope, as having more give. He was going to try to get 
it, so we’d have both rope and wire. He also had three keys 
to make — one for my cell, one for the passage leading to it, 
and one for the main gate of the asylum. There were very few 
patrols. Only one warder for every four-hour guard duty — 
from nine to one in the morning and from one to five. There 
were two screws who always slept right through their guard 
and never made any rounds — they relied on a convict orderly 
who went on duty with them. So everything was in train, and 
now it was only a matter of waiting. I had another month at 
the most to endure. 

As I walked into the yard the head warder gave me a cigar 
— avery poor cigar — already lit. But poor or not, it seemed 
marvellous to me. I looked at this herd of mother-naked men, 
singing, weeping, mopping and mowing, talking to themselves. 
They were still all wet from the shower each one had to take 
before being allowed into the yard, and their poor bodies 
showed the marks of the blows they had received or that they 
had given themselves, and the marks of the too tightly laced 
strait-jackets. This was indeed the end of the way down the 
drain. How many of these lunatics had been judged responsible 
for their actions by psychiatrists in France? 

Titin — that was his nickname — belonged to my 1933 con- 
voy. He had killed a man in Marseilles, then he had taken a 
taxi, loaded his victim into it and had himself driven to the 
hospital: there he said, ‘Here, see to this man: I believe he’s 
ill.” He was arrested on the spot, and the jury had the nerve 
to say he hadn’t the very least degree of irresponsibility. And 
yet he must already have been crazy to have done a thing like 
that. Ordinarily speaking, the very dimmest of minds would 
have known he was going to be grabbed right away. Titin was 
here, sitting next to me. He had chronic dysentery — a walking 
corpse. He said, ‘There are littlke monkeys in my guts, you 
know, Papillon. Some of them are wicked and they bite when 
they’re angry — that’s why I shit blood. The others are the 
furry sort, covered with hair, and their hands are as soft as 
down. They stroke me gently and they stop the wicked ones 
biting. When the good monkeys stand up for me, why, then I 
don’t shit blood.’ 
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‘Do you remember Marseilles, Titin?’ 

‘I most certainly do. Indeed, I remember it very well. The 
Place de la Bourse with the ponces and the strong-arm 
gangs...’ 

‘Do you remember any of their names? L’ Ange le Lucre? 
Le Gravat? Clément?’ 

‘No, I don’t remember names: just a bastard of a cabby who 
took me to the hospital with my sick friend and then said it 
was because of me he was sick. That’s all.’ 

‘What about your friends?’ 

‘Don’t know.’ 

Poor Titin: I gave him the end of my cigar and got up. My 
heart was filled with an immense pity for this poor soul who 
would certainly die there like a dog. Yes, it was very dangerous 
living among all these lunatics, but what could I do about it? 
In any case, as far as I could see it was the only way of 
preparing a break without the risk of a death sentence. 

Salvidia was almost ready. He had two of the keys and he 
only lacked the one for my cell. He had also got hold of a 
length of very good rope, and what’s more he’d made another 
out of strips of hammock canvas — a five-way plait, he told 
me. Everything was going well as far as that was concerned. 

I was in a hurry to get moving, for it was really tough, 
holding out in the asylum and keeping up this act. To have 
the right to stay in the part of the asylum where my cell was, 
I had to break out and be violent every now and then. 

Once I had such a convincing fit that the medical warders 
put me into a very hot bath with two bromide injections. There 
was a very strong canvas cover over it, so I couldn’t get out. 
All that could be seen was my head, poking up through a hole. 
I’d been in the bath, held down by this sort of strait-waistcoat, 
for a couple of hours when Ivanhoe walked in. I was terrified 
by the way the great brute looked at me. I had a horrible dread 
that he was going to strangle me. I couldn’t defend myself in 
any way, because my arms were underneath the canvas. 

He came up to me and his big eyes looked attentively into 
my face: he looked as though he were trying to make out 
where he’d seen this head before — this head that now emerged 
from the cloth as from a frame. He breathed all over me, and 
his breath stank of decay. I felt like shouting for help, but I 
was afraid that calling out might make him madder. I closed 
my eyes and waited, sure that he was just about to strangle 


418 


me with his enormous lumpish hands. I shan’t forget those 
moments of terror in a hurry. At last he moved off, walked 
about the room and then went up to the little wheels that 
controlled the water. He turned off the cold and turned the 
hot, the boiling hot, full on. I howled and shrieked like a lost 
soul, for I was being literally boiled. Ivanhoe disappeared. The 
whole room was full of steam: I choked as I breathed and I 
made superhuman efforts to tear off the wretched canvas, but 
in vain. At last help arrived. The screws had seen the steam 
coming out of the windows. When they took me out of my 
cauldron I was horribly burnt and I was in the most hellish 
pain. It was particularly my thighs and my private parts, which 
had lost all their skin. They dressed my burns with picric acid 
and put me into the asylum’s little infirmary. The burns were 
so bad they called the doctor. A few injections of morphia 
helped me through the first twenty-four hours. When the med- 
ico asked me what had happened, I told him a volcano had 
erupted in the bath. No one could make it out. The medical 
warder accused the character who’d run the bath of having 
misused the taps. 

Salvidia came and treated my burns with picric acid oint- 
ment. He was ready, and he pointed out that it was lucky I 
was in the infirmary, because if the break were to fail we could 
get back into this part of the asylum without being seen. He 
was going to make a copy of the infirmary key right away — 
he’d already taken a print on a piece of soap and he would 
have the finished job tomorrow. It was up to me to let him 
know the day I felt well enough to take advantage of the 
sleeping screws being on guard. 

It was for tonight, during the watch that lasted from one 
o’clock till five in the morning. Salvidia wasn’t on duty. To 
gain time, he was going to empty the vinegar barrel about 
eleven o’clock. We’d roll the oil barrel down full, because the 
sea was very rough and perhaps the oil would help us calm it 
for the launch. 

I had flour sack trousers cut off at the knee, a woollen 
sweater and a good knife in my belt. I also had a waterproof 
bag that I was going to hang round my neck — it held cigarettes 
and a tinder lighter. Salvidia had made a waterproof knapsack 
full of manioc flour that he had soaked in oil and sugar. About 
seven pounds, he told me. It was late. I sat there on my bed 
waiting for my friend. My heart was thumping hard. In a few 
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minutes the break was going to begin. May good luck and 
almighty God be on my side, so that I may escape from the 
road down the drain and leave it for good and all! 

It was strange, but my thoughts only touched on the past 
but faintly, glancing towards my father and my family. Not a 
single picture of the assizes, the jury or the prosecuting coun- 
sel. But just as the door opened, in spite of myself I once more 
had a vision of Matthieu standing there, carried along the 
surface of the sea by the sharks. 

‘Papi, let’s go!’ I followed him. Quickly he closed the door 
and hid the key in a corner of the passage. ‘Quick, quick.’ We 
reached the dispensary: the door was open. Getting the empty 
barrel out was child’s play. He slung the ropes over his shoul- 
der and I took the wire and the knapsack with flour in it. In 
the pitch dark night I started rolling my barrel down towards 
the sea. He came behind, with the oil barrel. Fortunately he 
was very strong and it was quite easy for him to keep it from 
plunging down the steep descent. 

‘Slowly, slowly, take care it doesn’t run away with you.’ I 
waited for him, in case he should lose his hold on the barrel 
— if he did, I could block its run with mine. I went down 
backwards, me in front and my barrel behind. We reached the 
bottom of the path without any sort of difficulty. There was a 
little path in the direction of the sea, but after that it was very 
hard going over the rocks. 

‘Empty the barrel: we'll never get across with it full.’ There 
was a stiff wind blowing and the waves were crashing furiously 
against the rocks. Fine, the barrel was empty. ‘Ram the bung 
in hard. Wait a minute: put this bit of tin over it.’ The holes 
were already made. ‘Drive the nails right home.’ The hammer- 
ing would never be heard over the roaring of the wind and 
sea. 

We lashed the two barrels tight together; but carrying them 
over the rocks was very difficult. Each of them was made to 
hold fifty gallons: they took up a lot of space and they were 
very awkward to handle. The place my friend had chosen for 
the launching made things no easier, either. ‘Shove, for God’s 
sake! Up a bit. Look out for the wave!’ Both of us and the 
two barrels were picked up and flung hard back on to the rock. 
‘Take care. They’ ll smash, to say nothing of us breaking an 
arm or a leg!’ 

‘Take it easy, Salvidia. Either go in front, towards the sea, 
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or stand here behind. That’s right. Heave the moment I give 
a shout. I’ll shove at the same second and then we’!] certainly 
get free of the rocks. But to do it, we’ve just got to hold tight 
and stay where we are, even if the sea breaks right over us.’ 

I shouted these orders to my friend in the midst of the 
thunder of the wind and the waves, and I think he heard them: 
a big wave swept completely over us as we clung to the barrels. 
At this moment I shoved madly on the raft with all my strength. 
And he must certainly have done the same, because all at once 
there we were afloat, away from the rocks. He was up on the 
barrels before me, but just as ] handed myself on, a huge 
breaker heaved up beneath us and tossed us like a feather on 
to a pointed rock farther out at sea. The impact was so shat- 
tering that the barrels smashed open, scattering in fragments. 
When the wave drew back it swept me more than twenty yards 
from the rock. I swam and let myself be carried in by the next 
wave that ran straight for the shore. I landed in a sitting position 
between two rocks. I just had time to cling on before being 
swept away. Bruised all over, I managed to scramble out; but 
when I reached dry land, I realized that I’d been carried more 
than a hundred yards from the place where we’d launched the 
raft. 

Taking no sort of care I shouted, ‘Salvidia! Romeo! Where 
are you?’ There was no answer. Quite overwhelmed I lay 
down on the path: I took off my sweater and my trousers, and 
there I was again, naked, wearing just my slippers. Christ, 
where was my friend? And once again I shouted with all my 
strength, ‘Where are you?’ Only the wind, the sea and the 
waves replied. I stayed there I dcn’t know how long, numbed, 
completely shattered, mentally and physically. Then, weeping 
with fury, I threw away the little bag I had round my neck for 
my tobacco and lighter — a mark of my friend’s real affection, 
for he himself was no smoker. 

Standing there facing the wind and the huge waves that had 
swept everything away, I raised my clenched fist and insulted 
God. ‘You swine, You filthy bugger, aren’t You ashamed of 
persecuting me like this? You’re supposed to be a good God, 
aren’t You? You’re a disgusting brute, that’s all. A sadist, a 
bloody sadist! A perverted sod! Ill never utter Your name 
again. You don’t deserve it.’ 

The wind had dropped, and the seeming calm did me good 
— brought me back to a sense of reality. I’d go back to the 
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asylum, and if I could I’d get back into the infirmary. With a 
little luck, it should be possible. 

I climbed the hill with just one idea in my head — getting 
back and lying down in my bed. Neither seen nor heard. I got 
into the infirmary passage with no difficulty. I'd had to climb 
the asylum wall, because I didn’t know where Salvidia had 
put the key of the main gate. 

I didn’t have to look long before I found the infirmary key. 
I went in and double-locked the door behind me. I went to 
the window and threw the key far out — it fell the other side 
of the wall. And I went to bed. The only thing that could give 
me away was the fact that my slippers were soaked. I got up 
and wrung them out in the lavatory. Gradually, with the sheet 
over my face, I began to get warm again. The wind and the 
salt water had chilled me through and through. Had my friend 
really been drowned? Perhaps he had been swept much farther 
out than me and had been able to get ashore at the far end of 
the island. Hadn’t I gone away from the rocks too soon? I 
ought to have waited a little longer. I blamed myself for having 
given in too quickly — for having given up my friend for lost. 

In the drawer of the bedside table there were two sleeping 
pills. I swallowed them without water. My saliva was enough 
to get them down. 

I was still asleep when the warder shook me awake. The 
room was full of light and the window was open. Three patients 
were looking in from outside. ‘What’s the matter, Papillon? 
You’re sleeping like one of the dead. Haven’t you drunk your 
coffee? It’s cold. Here, drink it up.’ 

I was scarcely awake, but even so I grasped that as far as 
I was concerned everything was normal. ‘What have you 
woken me up for?’ 

‘Because now your burns are better your bed is wanted. 
You’re going back to your cell.’ 

‘OK, Chief.’ And I followed him. On the way he left me 
in the yard. I took advantage of this to dry my slippers in the 
sun. 

It was three days now since the failure of the break. I had 
heard not the least reference to it. I went to and fro from my 
cell to the yard and then from the yard back to my cell. Salvidia 
did not turn up again: so the poor fellow was dead, no doubt 
smashed against the rocks. I myself had had a narrow escape, 
and the reason I came out alive was certainly because I was 
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behind rather than in front. But who could tell? I’d have to 
get out of the asylum. It was going to be harder to get them 
to believe I was cured, or at least fit to go back to the camp, 
than it had been to get inside in the first place. I’?d now have 
to persuade the doctor that I was better. 

‘Monsieur Rouviot (he was the chief attendant), I’m cold 

at night. If I promise not to dirty my clothes, would you please 
let me have trousers and a shirt?’ The screw was amazed. He 
stared at me with wide open eyes for a while, and then he 
said, ‘Sit down here by me, Papillon. Tell me what’s going 
on.’ 
‘I’m surprised to find myself here, Chief. It’s the asylum, 
isn’t it? And so I’m in with the loonies. Did I somehow come 
adrift from my senses? Why am I here? It would be kind of 
you to tell me, Chief.’ 

‘Poor old Papillon, you’ve been ill: but now it looks to me 
as though you’re getting better. Would you like to work?’ 

“Yes.” 

“What would you like to do?’ 

‘Anything.’ 

So I was given clothes and I helped clean out the cells. In 
the evening my door was left open until nine, and it was only 
when the night screw came on duty that they shut me in. 

The other day a man from the Auvergne, a convict orderly, 
spoke to me for the first time. We were alone in the guardroom. 
The screw hadn’t come yet. I didn’t know this guy, but he 
said he knew me quite well. ‘It’s not worth going on with the 
act, mate,’ he said. 

“What do you mean?’ 

“What do I mean? You don’t irnagine it took me in, do you? 
I’ve been looking after lunatics for seven years and from the 
very first week I saw that you were swinging the lead.’ 

‘So what?’ 

‘T’ll tell you what. I’m really sorry you didn’t bring off your 
break with Salvidia. It cost him his life. I honestly regret him, 
because he was a good friend of mine, although he didn’t let 
me in on it. But I don’t hold that against him. If you need 
anything at all, just let me know — I’ll be happy.’ 

There was such an open look in his eye that I was sure he 
was straight. And although I’d never heard anybody say any 
good of him, I’d never heard any bad either: so he was certainly 
a good guy. 
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Poor Salvidia! There must have been a hell of a turmoil 
when they discovered he was gone. Pieces of barrel were found 
along the shore. They were certain he’d been eaten by the 
sharks. The medico shrieked and howled about the wasted 
olive oil. He said that with the war on they weren’t ever likely 
to see another drop. 

“What do you advise me to do?’ 

‘I'll put you on the fatigue that goes out of the asylum every 
day and fetches the stores from the hospital. That’ll make a 
walk for you. Start behaving properly. Out of ten things you 
say, let eight of them be sensible. Because you mustn’t get 
better too quickly, either.’ 

“Thanks. What’s your name?’ 

‘Dupont.’ 

‘Thanks. I shan’t forget your advice.’ 

It was nearly a month now since I’d mucked up that break. 
Six days after it they had found my friend’s body floating. By 
some extraordinary chance the sharks had not eaten him. But 
it seems that other fishes had had all his entrails and part of 
one leg, or so Dupont told me. His skull had been bashed in. 
He was so far gone there was no post-mortem. I asked Dupont 
whether he could get a letter out by the post for me. It would 
have to be given to Galgani for him to slip it in just as the mail 
sack was being sealed. I wrote to Romeo Salvidia’s mother in 
Italy. 


‘Madame, your son died without chains on his legs. He 
died bravely at sea, far from warders and from prison. He 
died free, struggling courageously to gain his liberty. We 
each promised the other to write to his family in case any- 
thing happened to either of us. I am doing this painful duty, 
and I kiss your hands as a son would do. 

Papillon, your boy’s friend.’ 


Once this duty was done, I determined never to think of 
that nightmare any more. That was what life was like. What 
I had to do now was to get out of the asylum, have myself 
sent to Devil’s Island whatever the cost, and try another break. 
The screw gave me the job of looking after his garden. I’d 
been well for two months now and my work was so much 
appreciated that the bloody fool of a warder wouldn’t let me 
go. The Auvergnat told me that after the last examination the 
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doctor had wanted to let me out of the asylum and put me 
into the camp for a probationary period. The screw was dead 
against the idea, saying his garden had never been so carefully 
looked after. 

So this morning I pulled up all the strawberry plants and 
tossed them on to the rubbish-heap. Where each had been, I 
stuck a little cross: one cross for each plant. Uproar and hullab- 
alloo! The great lump of a screw very nearly burst with indig- 
nation. He frothed, and it choked him as he tried to speak — 
the sounds wouldn’t come out properly. In the end he sat down 
on the wheel-barrow and shed real tears. I had exaggerated a 
little: but then what else could I do? 

The doctor didn’t take such a serious view. ‘This patient 
must be sent to the camp for a probationary period, so as to 
readapt himself to ordinary life,’ he insisted. ‘It was because 
he was all alone in the garden that this crazy notion came into 
his head. Tell me, Papillon, why did you pull up the straw- 
berries and put crosses in their places?’ 

‘I can’t explain, Doctor, and I beg the warder’s pardon. He 
was so fond of those strawberries that I’m really very much 
upset. Ill ask God to send him some more.’ 

Here I was back in the camp with my friends again. Carbon- 
ieri’s place was empty: I slung my hammock next to the empty 
space, just as though Matthieu were still there. 

The doctor made me sew a label on my blouse saying ‘under 
special treatment’. Nobody but the doctor was allowed to give 
me orders. He told me I was to sweep up the leaves in front 
of the hospital from eight until ten in the morning. I had coffee 
and cigarettes sitting with the doc:tor in front of his house. His 
wife was there too, and she helped him to get me to talk about 
my past. ‘And what happened then, Papillon? What was it like 
after you left the pearl-diving Indians?’ I spent the whole 
afternoon with those wonderful people. ‘Come and see me 
every day, Papillon,’ said the doctor’s wife. ‘In the first place 
I want to see you and then I also want to hear about your 
experiences.’ 

Every day I spent some hours with the doctor and his wife, 
and sometimes with his wife alone. They thought that if they 
made me talk about my past life, it would help to steady my 
mind for good and all. I decided to ask the doc to have me 
sent to Devil’s Island. 

It was done: I was to leave the next day. The doctor and 
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his wife knew why I was going to Devil’s Island. They’d been 
so good to me I hadn’t wanted to deceive them. ‘Doc, I just 
can’t stand penal any longer: have me sent to Devil’s Island 
so I can either make a break or perish in the attempt. It’s got 
to end somehow.’ 

‘I know what you mean, Papillon. This system of repression 
makes me feel sick, and the service is rotten through and 
through. So good-bye and good luck!’ 
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Tenth Exercise-Book 
Devil’s Island 


Dreyfus’s Seat 


This was the smallest of the three Iles du Salut. The most 
northerly, too, and the most directly in the path of the wind 
and the waves. First there was a narrow strip that ran right 
round the island at sea level, and then the ground rose steeply 
to a little plain with the warders’ guard-house and a single 
block for the convicts — about ten of them. Convicts sentenced 
for common-law offences were not officially supposed to be 
sent to Devil’s Island; it was reserved for political offenders, 
each of whom lived in his own little house with a corrugated- 
iron roof. On Mondays they were given their rations for the 
week, uncooked, and every day a loaf of bread. There were 
perhaps thirty of them. The medical attendant was Dr. Léger, 
who had poisoned his whole family in Lyons or thereabouts. 
The political prisoners would have nothing to do with the 
convicts and sometimes they would write to Cayenne, com- 
plaining about some transportee or other. When that happened 
he’d be taken away and sent back to Royale. 

There was a cable, a wire rope, between Royale and Devil’s 
Island, because quite often the sea was too rough for the boat 
from Royale to come over to the little concrete landing-stage. 

The chief warder of the camp (there were three warders) 
was called Santori. He was a filthy great brute and he often 
had a week’s beard on his face. ‘Papillon, I hope you’ll behave 
well on Devil’s Island. If you don’t get in my hair then I'll 
leave you in peace. Go on up to the camp. I'll see you again 
there.’ 

In the hall I found six convicts -- two Chinese, two Negroes, 
a guy from Bordeaux and another from Lille. One of the 
Chinese knew me well: he’d been in Saint-Laurent with me, 
under investigation for a killing. He was an Indo-Chinese, one 
of the survivors of the mutiny at Pulo-Condor, a penal settle- 
ment in those parts. He was a pirate by trade, and he used to 
attack sampans, sometimes killing the whole crew and their 
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families. He was exceedingly dangerous, but he was such 
a good member cf our community that | liked and trusted 
him. 

‘OK, Papillon?’ 

‘OK. And how are you, Chang?’ 

‘Fine. It’s good here. You eat along of me. You sleep there, 
along of me. Me cook twice a day. Papillon catch fish. Here 
plenty fish.’ 

Santori appeared. ‘Oh, you’ ve settled in already? Tomorrow 
morning you’ll go with Chang and feed the pigs. He’ll bring 
the coconuts and you’ll chop them in two. You have to put 
the small, soft nuts on one side for the little pigs that have no 
teeth. At four in the afternoon, the same again. Apart from 
those two hours, one in the morning and one in the afternoon, 
you’re free to do what you like on the island. Every man who 
goes fishing has to bring my cook two pounds of fish every 
day, or else some langoustines. Then everybody’s pleased. 
Right?’ 

‘Yes, Monsieur Santori.’ 

‘I know you’re a man who loves a break, but I shan’t worry, 
because it’s impossible from here. You’re shut in at night, but 
I know very well there are some who get out. Take care of 
the political prisoners. They’ve all got jungle knives. If you 
go anywhere near their houses they think you’re coming to 
steal chickens or eggs. So you may get yourself killed or 
wounded, because they can see you whereas you can’t see 
them.’ 

When I’d fed more than two hundred pigs I wandered over 
the island all day long, together with Chang, who knew it 
inside out. On the road down by the sea we met an old man 
with a long white beard. He was a journalist from New Cale- 
donia who’d written against France and in favour of the Ger- 
mans during the 1914 war. I also saw the sod who’d had Edith 
Cavell shot, the English or Belgian nurse who’d saved the 
English airmen in 1915. This character was a big fat brute, 
and he was battering a huge moray-eel, five feet long and as 
thick as my thigh. with a stick. 

The medical orderly also lived in one of those little houses 
that were supposed to be for political prisoners only. Dr. Léger 
was a tall, powerful, dirty man. His face, topped by long 
greying hair that hung down over his ears and neck, was 
the only clean part about him. His hands were covered with 
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half-healed wounds that he must have got clinging to the sharp 
rocks in the sea. 

‘If you need anything, come and I'll give it you. Don’t come 
unless you’re ill. I don’t like visitors and I like chat even less. 
I sell eggs and sometimes a hen or a chicken. If you ever 
secretly kill a young pig, bring me a ham and I’ll give you a 
chicken and six eggs. Since you’re here, take this bottle of 
a hundred and twenty quinine tablets. You’ve certainly 
come with the idea of escaping, and in the extraordinarily 
unlikely case of your bringing it off, youll need them in the 
bush.’ 

Both morning and evening I caught wonderful quantities of 
red mullet. I sent the warders’ mess eight or nine pounds every 
day. Santori was delighted: he’d never been given so many 
langoustines and different kinds of fish. Sometimes I got as 
many as three hundred langoustines, diving at low water. 

Dr. Germain Guibert came to Devil’s Island yesterday. As 
the sea was calm he came with the governor of Royale and 
Madame Guibert. That terrific person was the first woman to 
set foot on Devil’s Island. According to the governor, no civ- 
ilian had ever landed there at all, I was able to talk to her for 
more than an hour. I took her to the bench where Dreyfus 
used to sit, looking out to sea, towards the France that had 
rejected him. 

‘If this polished stone could tell us Dreyfus’s thoughts. . .’ 
she said, stroking its surface. ‘Papillon, this is certainly the 
last time we shall ever see one another, since you tell me 
you’re going to try a break quite soon. I'll pray for your 
success. And before you go, I ask you to come and sit on this 
bench I’m now touching — sit here for a moment and stroke 
it yourself to say good-bye.’ 

The governor gave me permissicn to send the doctor langou- 
stines and fish by the wire rope whenever I wanted to. Santori 
agreed. 

‘Good-bye, Doc; good-bye, Madame.’ I waved as naturally 
as possible before their boat drew away from the landing stage. 
Madame Guibert gazed steadily at me, as though to 
say, ‘Remember us always: and we shall not forget you, 
either.’ 

Dreyfus’s seat was on the northern tip of the island, a hun- 
dred and fifty feet above the sea. 

I didn’t go fishing today. In a natural reservoir I had more 
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than two hundred pounds of mullet and more than five hundred 
langoustines in an iron drum fastened by a chain. So I could 
afford to neglect my fishing. I had enough for the doc, for 
Santori, and for the Chinese and myself. 

This was 1941 and I’d been in prison eleven years. I was 
thirty-five. I’d spent the best years of my life either in a cell 
or in a black-hole. I’d only had seven months of total freedom 
with my Indian tribe. The children my Indian wives must have 
had by me would be eight years old now. How terrible! How 
quickly the time had flashed by! But a backward glance showed 
all these hours and minutes studding my calvary as terribly 
long, and each one of them hard to bear. 

Thirty-five! Where was Montmartre, the Place Blanche, 
Pigalle, the Petit Jardin dance-hall, the Boulevard de Clichy? 
Where was Nénette, with her Madonna’s face — a perfect 
cameo? Nénette at: the assizes, her great despairing black eyes 
fixed on me, shouting, ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’]] come out 
there and find you!’ Where was Raymond Hubert and his ‘We 
shall be acquitted’? Where were the twelve bastards of the 
jury? And the cops? And the prosecuting counsel? What were 
my father and my sisters’ families doing under the German 
yoke? 

All those breaks! Let’s see. Just how many of them were 
there? 

The first, when I got away from the hospital, having knocked 
out the screws. 

The second from Rio Hacha, in Colombia. That was the 
finest. That time I succeeded completely. Why did I ever 
leave my tribe? A thrill passed through me: it was as though 
I could still feel myself making love with those two Indian 
sisters. 

Then the third, fourth, fifth and sixth at Baranquilla. What 
bad luck I had in all those breaks! The rising in the chapel, 
which failed so dismally. The dynamite that wasn’t strong 
enough: and then Clousiot hooking up his trousers. And the 
sleeping-draught working so slowly. 

The seventh on Royale, where that sod Bébert Celier 
informed on me. Without him that one would have succeeded 
for sure. If he’d kept his mouth shut, I’d now be free with my 
poor friend Carbonieri. 

The eighth, the last, from the asylum. A mistake, a very 
bad mistake on my part. Letting the Italian choose the place 
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for launching. Two hundred yards farther down towards the 
slaughter-house it would certainly have been easier to get the 
raft out to sea. 

This bench, where the innocent and yet condemned Dreyfus 
had found the strength to go on living in spite of everything, 
must be an example to me. It must teach me not to give in. 
To try another break. Yes, this smooth, polished stone, high 
over the rocky chasm where the incessant waves came thun- 
dering in, must give me strength. Dreyfus never let himself 
be discouraged, and he fought for his rehabilitation right 
through to the very end. It’s true he had Zola and his famous 
J’accuse to help him. Still, if he hadn’t been a man of real 
courage so much injustice would certainly have made him 
throw himself over the precipice from this same bench. He 
stuck it out. I couldn’t do less; and I must give up the idea of 
a fresh death-or-glory break. It was the word death I was to 
give up; I must think of nothing but how I was going to win 
and be free. 

During the long hours I spent sitting on Dreyfus’s seat my 
mind wandered, dreaming of the past and building up a rosy 
future. I was often dazzled by the powerful light and by the 
silvery gleam of the waves. I gazed at this sea so long without 
really seeing it that I came to know every possible turn and 
eddy of the wind-driven waves. The tireless, inexorable sea 
threw itself upon the outermost rocks of the island. It searched 
and stripped them, as though it were saying to Devil’s Island, 
‘Get out. You’ve got to go. You’re in my way as I run in 
towards the mainland — you bar my path. That’s why I’m 
breaking off little bits of you every single day, never letting 
up.” When there was a storm the sea really let itself go, and 
not only did it rush in and sweep away everything it could 
destroy as it withdrew, but it also thrust water into every nook 
and cranny so as gradually to undermine those enormous rocks 
that seemed to say, ‘No one gets past me.’ 

It was then that I made an important discovery. Immediately 
below Dreyfus’s seat the waves came in, broke against some 
huge hump-backed rocks and rushed furiously back. The tons 
of water they brought in could not spread, because they were 
hemmed in by two rocks forming a horseshoe fifteen to twenty 
feet across. Beyond that rose the cliff, so the water could only 
get out by going back into the sea. 

This was very important, for if | were to throw myself into 
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the sea with a sack of coconuts, plunging into the wave the 
moment it broke and flooded the horseshoe, it would, without 
a shadow of doubt, take me with it as it withdrew. 

I knew where I could get several jute sacks, because you 
could have as many as you liked at the pig-house when you 
wanted to gather coconuts. 

The first thing was to have a trial run. The tides were highest 
and the waves were strongest at the full moon. I should wait 
till then. I hid a well-sewn sack, filled with coconuts, in a kind 
of grotto you could only get into by diving. I had come across 
it one day when I was diving for langoustines. They clung to 
the ceiling of the cave — air got into it only at low tide. In 
another sack that [ tied to the one with the coconuts, I put a 
rock weighing five: or six stone. As I meant to go off with two 
sacks instead of one and as I weighed eleven stone, everything 
was in proportion. 

I was very excited by this experiment. This side of the island 
was completely safe — no one would ever imagine a man would 
choose the most exposed and therefore the most dangerous 
place for getting away. Yet it was the only place from which 
— always providing I could get away from the shore — I would 
be swept out to the open sea, so that it would be impossible 
for me to be driven on to Royale. It was from that point 
therefore and no other that I must set off. 

The sack with the nuts and the other with the rock were too 
heavy to carry easily. I could not manage to haul them over 
the slippery rocks, always wet from the breaking waves. I’d 
spoken to Chang and he was going to help me. He brought 
along a whole mass of fishing things — deep-sea tackle and so 
on — so that if anyone came upon us suddenly we could say 
we were laying out lines to catch sharks. 

‘Shove, Chang, A little more and it’s there.’ The full moon 
lit up the scene as though it were daylight. I was deafened by 
the roar of the breaking waves. ‘Are you ready, Papillon?’ 
asked Chang. ‘Throw it into this one.’ A curling fifteen-foot 
wave hurled itself furiously against the rock: it broke beneath 
us, but the impact was so violent that its crest passed over the 
rock, soaking us from head to foot. That didn’t prevent us 
from flinging the sack in the very moment the water stood at 
its highest before the back-draught. The sack, swept away like 
a straw, was carried on to sea. 

“We've done it, Chang! How terrific!’ 
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“Wait: see if him come back.’ 

To my horror, scarcely five minutes later, I saw my sack 
driving in on the top of a huge roller, twenty-five or thirty feet 
high — a roller that carried the coconut sack and the stone as 
though they weighed nothing at all, bearing it along a little in 
front of the foam on the crest and flinging it with unbelievable 
force against the rock a little to the left of the place it had 
started from. The sack burst, the coconuts scattered, and the 
stone rolled down to the bottom of the chasm. 

Soaked through and through (for the waves had broken over 
us and very nearly swept us off our feet — though fortunately 
in the landward direction), scraped and battered, Chang and I 
scrambled away from the accursed spot without a backward 
glance. 

‘Not good, Papillon. Not good, this idea of break from Devil. 
Royale, him better. From south side Royale you go better than 
from here.’ : 

“Yes, but on Royale the escape would be discovered within 
two hours. As there’s nothing but the push of the waves to 
get the sack along, the three boats on the island could hem 
me in. Whereas here to begin with there’s no boat: and then 
I’m sure of having the whole night in front of me before they 
find out I’ve made a break: and lastly they may very well 
think I’ve been drowned fishing. There’s no telephone on 
Devil’s Island. If I set off in a heavy sea, there’s no boat that 
can land here. So it’s from Devil’s Island that I must go. But 
how?’ 

The sun blazed down at noon. A tropical sun that made 
your brains feel they were boiling inside your skull. A sun 
that shrivelled every plant that hadn’t had time to grow big 
enough to stand it. A sun that dried out the shallow pools of 
sea-water in a few hours, leaving a white film of salt. A sun 
that made the air dance and tremble. Yes, the air literally 
jigged about in front of my eyes; and the reflected blaze from 
the sea dazzled me. Yet there I was on Dreyfus’s seat once 
more, and none of these things could prevent me from studying 
the sea. And it was then that I sudclenly realized what a bloody 
fool I had been all this time. The great roller, twice as high 
as the other waves, that had flung my sack back against the 
rocks, shattering it — this roller only came once in every seven 
waves. 

From noon until sunset I watched to see if this always 
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happened, to see if there was no sudden change and therefore 
an alteration in the rhythm and the shape of this huge seventh 
wave. 

No. Not once did the great roller come before its turn or 
after. Six twenty-footers, and then, taking shape more than 
three hundred yards out, the big fellow. It drove absolutely 
straight in. The nearer it came, the bigger and taller it grew. 
Unlike the six others, it had almost no foam on its crest. Indeed 
very little. It had a sound all of its own, like thunder dying 
away in the distance. When it broke on the two rocks and 
rushed into the passage between them to reach the cliff, the 
quantity of water was so much greater than in the others 
that it was smothered — it swirled round and round the 
hollow and it took ten or fifteen seconds before these eddies, 
these whirlpools, could escape: and when they did so they 
carried boulders with them, great rocks that went round and 
round with such a rumbling noise that you would have said 
it was hundreds of cartloads of stone all being unloaded at 
once. 

I put ten coconuts into the same sack, stuffed in a forty- 
pound stone, and tossed the whole lot into the great roller the 
moment it broke. 

There was so much white spray I couldn’t follow its move- 
ments, but I did catch a glimpse of the sack as the water was 
sucked furiously back into the sea. The sack did not return. 
The six following waves were not strong enough to throw it 
on to the shore, and when the seventh formed some three 
hundred yards out, the sack must already have been beyond 
that zone, for I never saw it again. 

I walked back to the camp, filled with hope and joy. I’d 
done it! I'd found the perfect way of launching. No mere luck 
about this one. Still, ’'d have a more serious try-out with 
exactly the same weights as for the real break — two well-joined 
sacks of coconuts with two or three stones amounting to a 
hundred and fifty pounds altogether on top of them. I told my 
mate Chang. This Pulo-Condor Chink listened to what I had 
to say with all his ears. 

‘Good, good, Papillon. I think you find him out. Me help 
with real trial. Wait for very high tide — twenty-five foot tide. 
Him come soon equinox.’ 

Chang and I took advantage of the twenty-five-foot equinoc- 
tial spring tide to throw two sacks of nuts and three stones 
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weighing about a hundred and seventy-five pounds into this 
splendid seventh wave of mine. 

“What you call ’um, little girl you swim for at Saint-Joseph?’ 

‘Lisette.’ 

‘We call ’um wave that carry you off one day Lisette. 
Right?’ 

‘Right.’ 

Lisette came in with the noise of an express running into a 
station. She had formed two hundred and fifty yards out, and 
as upright as a cliff she rode in, grcwing bigger every moment. 
It was really most impressive. She broke with such force that 
Chang and I were washed off the rock and the weighted sacks 
fell into the chasm all by themselves. In the last tenth of a 
second we had realized there was no holding on to the rock 
and we had flung ourselves back: that had prevented us from 
being washed over the edge, but it had not saved us from 
being thoroughly soaked. It was ten in the morning when we 
made this experiment. There was no danger, because the three 
screws were busy stock-taking the other end of the island. The 
sack was swept out: we could see it clearly, far away from 
the shore. Had it been borne away beyond the place where the 
waves were formed? There was no fixed mark by which we 
could tell whether it was on the far side or not. The six waves 
that followed Lisette did not manage to get hold of it in their 
run. Once again Lisette reared up and drove in; and she did 
not bring the sacks with her either. So they must have gone 
beyond the zone where waves could have an effect upon 
them. 

We hurried up to Dreyfus’s bench to try to catch sight of 
the sacks again, and on four different occasions we had the 
delight of seeing them a great way off, bobbing on the top of 
waves that were not coming in towards Devil’s Island but 
rather driving westward. The experiment was an undoubted 
success. I should set off on my great adventure riding on 
Lisette’s back. 

‘Here she comes, look! One, two, three, four, five, six...’ 
and here was Lisette. 

The sea was always rough on the headland where Dreyfus 
had had his bench, but on that particular day it was in an 
uncommonly bad temper. Lisette came in with her usual roar. 
It seemed to me that she was bigger than usual, and that at 
the base of the wave even more water was rushing along. This 


435 


vast mass struck the two rocks harder and straighter than ever; 
and when the wave broke in the space between them, the crash 
was even more deafening than before. 

‘And that’s the place where you say we have to chuck 
ourselves in? Well, what a sweet choice you’ve made to be 
sure. I wouldn’t touch it with a barge-pole. I’m quite willing 
to go off on a break, yes: but plain suicide, no thank you 
very much!’ Sylvain was much impressed by the way I’d just 
described Lisette. He’d been on Devil’s Island these last three 
days, and of course I’d suggested that we should go off 
together. Each on a raft. In that way, if he agreed, I should 
have a companicn on the mainland to make another break 
with. All alone in the bush was no sort of fun. 

‘Don’t let it get you down before you’ve thought it over. 
Certainly the first idea of it would startle anyone; but it’s the 
only wave that can sweep you out so far that the others won’t 
drive you on to the rocks again.’ 

‘No worry,’ said Chang. ‘We’ve tried. Once you off, 
you never come back to Devil for sure, nor touch on 
Royale.’ 

It took me a week to persuade Sylvain. He was solid bone 
and muscle, five foot eleven, with a very well-proportioned 
athletic body. 

‘All right. I agree we’ll be swept out far enough. But after 
that, how long do you think it would take for the tides to carry 
us to the mainland?’ 

‘To be honest, Sylvain, I don’t know. It might be longer or 
shorter: it would all depend on the weather. The wind wouldn’t 
have much hold on us, because we’d be too low down in the 
water. But if the weather’s bad, the waves will be higher and 
they’ll drive us in towards the forest all the faster. In seven, 
eight, or ten tides at the most, we ought to be thrown up on 
the shore. So, counting slack water and all, it should be some- 
thing like forty-eight or sixty hours.’ 

‘How do you work that out?’ 

‘From the islands to the coast in a straight line, it’s not 
more than twenty-five miles. Drifting, you’d be following the 
hypotenuse of a right-angled triangle. Look at the direction of 
the waves. Roughly speaking, you’d have to travel between 
seventy-five or at the outside a hundred miles. The nearer we 
get to the coast, the more the waves carry us straight in. And 
then, isn’t it obvious that at this distance from the shore a 
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piece of driftwood must travel at least three miles an 
hour?’ 

He looked and listened very attentively: he was a bright 
boy, all right. ‘No, I admit you’re not talking balls, and if it 
weren’t for the low tides losing us time by taking us out to 
sea, we’d certainly be on the coast in under thirty hours. But 
counting the ebbs, I think you’re about right — we’ll be there 
in forty-eight to sixty hours.’ 

‘You’re convinced, then? You'll come with me?’ 

‘Almost convinced. Suppose we were in the bush on the 
mainland. What should we do then?’ 

“We’d have to get to the outskirts of Kourou. There’s a 
fair-sized fishing village there and men who go out after wild 
rubber and gold. We’d have to take care when we get close, 
because there’s also a convicts’ logging-camp. There’ll cer- 
tainly be forest tracks leading to Cayenne or the Chinese camp 
called Inini. We’ ll have to hold up a convict or a black civilian 
and make him take us to Inini. If the character behaves well, 
we'll give him five hundred francs and then he can bugger 
off. If it’s a convict, we’ll make him join our break.’ 

“What do we want to go to Inini for? It’s a special camp 
for Indo-Chinese.’ 

‘Chang’s brother is there.’ 

“Yes, my brother him there. Hirn go off on break with you: 
him find boat and food for sure. You meet Cuic-Cuic and 
you have everything for break. Chinese man never inform. 
So you find any Annamite in bush, you speak him, him tell 
Cuic-Cuic.’ 

‘Why do they call your brother Cuic-Cuic?’ asked Sylvain. 

‘Don’t know. It was Frenchman call him Cuic-Cuic.’ He 
went on, “Take care. When you nearly reach mainland, you 
find mud. Never you walk on him: mud bad, mud suck you. 
Wait for next tide, float you into bush —- catch creeper, tree- 
branch, pull. Otherwise you fucked.’ 

‘That’s right, Sylvain. Never walk on the mud even if you’re 
very, very close in. You have to wait until you can grab hold 
of branches or creepers.’ 

‘OK, Papillon, I’ve made up my mind to come.’ 

“We’ll make the two rafts almost exactly the same, since 
we are both about the same weight — that will prevent us from 
drifting far apart. But there’s no telling. In case we lose touch, 
how shall we find one another again? You can’t see Kourou 
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from here, but when you were on Royale did you notice some 
white rocks about ten miles to the right of Kourou? You can 
see them clearly when the sun strikes them.’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Those are the only rocks anywhere along the coast. Stretch- 
ing out for ever, right and left, it’s just mud. The white on the 
rocks is birds’ shit. There are thousands of them, and since 
nobody ever goes there, that will be a perfect place for us to 
recover before plunging into the bush. We’ll eat eggs and the 
coconuts that we’]] take with us. No fire. The first to get there 
will wait for the other.’ 

‘How many davs?’ 

‘Five. It’s impossible that the other shouldn’t be at the 
meeting-place in five days.’ 

The two rafts were ready. We’d lined the sacks so they 
should be stronger. I asked Sylvain to wait ten days so that I 
could spend as meny hours as possible, training myself to ride 
a sack. He did the same. I noticed that every time the sacks 
were just going tc turn over it needed an extra effort to keep 
upright. Whenever we could, we’d have to lie down on them. 
And take care not to go to sleep, because falling into the sea 
might mean losing your sack and never being able to reach it 
again. Chang made me a little water-proof bag to hang round 
my neck with cigarettes and a tinder lighter. We were going 
to grate ten coconuts each and carry them with us — the meat 
would help us bear the hunger and it would quench our thirst. 
It seemed that Santori had a kind of leather wine-skin he never 
used, so Chang, who went to the screw’s house from time to 
time, was going to try and knock it off. 

The break was for ten o’clock on Sunday evening. With the 
full moon the tide would rise twenty-five feet. So Lisette would 
be coming in with all her strength. Chang was going to feed 
the pigs all by himself on Sunday morning. I was going to 
sleep all Saturday and all Sunday. We’d set off at ten, when 
the ebb would already have been running for two hours. 

It was impossible for my two sacks to come apart: they 
were bound together by plaited hemp ropes and brass wire 
and sewn together with strong sail-thread. We had found bigger 
sacks than usual, and their mouths overlapped so the coconuts 
couldn’t get out either. 

Sylvain did exercises all the time and I let the little waves 
come breaking against my legs for hours on end. The continual 
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beating of the water against my thighs and the way I had to 
tense myself to withstand each wave made my legs and thighs 
as strong as steel. 

There was a ten-foot chain in a disused well on the island. 
I wove it in and out of the ropes holding my sacks. I had a 
bolt that I passed through the links: in case I couldn’t hold 
out any more, I would chain myself to the sacks. And perhaps 
like that I might be able to sleep without the risk of falling 
into the water, and losing my raft. If the sacks turned over, 
the water would wake me up and I would right them. 

‘Only three days to go, Papillon.’ We were sitting on Drey- 
fus’s bench, watching Lisette. 

‘Yes, only three days, Sylvain. I believe we’re going to 
bring it off. What do you think, brother?’ 

‘It’s certain, Papillon. Tuesday night or Wednesday morning 
we’ll be in the bush. And then hey-diddle-diddle, the cat and 
the fiddle for us.’ 

Chang was going to grate us ten coconuts apiece. And as 
well as knives, we’d take two machetes stolen from the tool 
store. 

The camp lay to the east of Kourou. It was only by walking 
towards the sun in the morning that we could be sure of being 
in the right direction. 

‘Monday morning, Santori he’ll be mad,’ said Chang. ‘Me 
no say you and Papillon vanish until three in the afternoon, 
when screw done siesta.’ 

“Why don’t you rush in, saying a wave swept us away while 
we were fishing?’ 

‘No. Me no want complication. Me say, ‘‘Chief, Papillon 
and Sylvain no come work today. Me feed pigs all alone.’’ 
No more, no less.’ 
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Break from Devil’s Island 


Sunday: seven o’clock in the evening. I’d just woken up. I’d 
been making myself sleep ever since Saturday morning. The 
moon didn’t rise until nine. So outside the night was very 
dark. A few stars in the sky. Big rain-bearing clouds raced by 
over our heads. We’d just left the prison block. Though it 
was against the rules we often went fishing by night or just 
walked about the island, so the others thought this perfectly 
natural. 

A boy went back in with his lover, a big fat Arab. They’d 
certainly been making love in some hiding-place or other. As 
I watched them lifting the plank to get into the block I reflected 
that the Arab, with his boy-friend at hand to stuff two or three 
times a day, must have reached his highest point of happiness. 
For him the possibility of fulfilling his erotic desires must 
change prison into paradise. It was no doubt much the same 
for the fairy. He might have been something between twenty- 
three and twenty-five. His body was no longer as youthful as 
all that — no languorous adolescent. He kept in the shade all 
the time to preserve his milk-white skin, but for all that he 
was beginning to lose the Adonis touch. Yet here in penal he 
had more lovers than he could ever have dreamt of having in 
the free world. Apart from his fancy-man, the Arab, he had 
customers at twenty-five francs a go, just like any tart on the 
Boulevard Rochechouart in Montmartre. He not only derived 
a good deal of pleasure from them, but he also made such a 
good thing of it that he and his ‘husband’ lived quite well. He 
and the men who frequented him wallowed in their vice and 
loved it; and ever since they had reached penal there had only 
been one idea in their heads — sex. 

The prosecuting counsel, hoping to punish them by sending 
them down the drain, had mucked it up: for them, the drain 
was happiness itself. The plank closed behind the little pouffe, 
and Chang, Sylvain and I were alone. ‘Let’s go.’ Quickly we 
made our way to the north end of the island. 

We took the two rafts out of the cave. And straight away 
all three of us were soaked to the skin. The wind was blowing 
with the particular howl of a strong gale coming right in from 
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the offing. Sylvain and Chang helped me shove my raft to the 
top of the rock. At the last moment I decided to chain my left 
wrist to the rope binding the sacks. All at once I was afraid 
of losing my hold and being swept away without them. Sylvain 
got up on to the opposite rock, helped by Chang. The moon 
was high now and we could see very well. 

I had rolled a towel round my head. There were six waves 
to be waited for. Only a few minutes left now. Chang had 
come back to my side. He hugged me round the neck and then 
kissed me. He was going to lie there wedged in an angle of 
the rock and grip my legs to help me withstand the shock of 
Lisette’s breaking. 

‘Only one more!’ shouted Sylvain. ‘Then we’re away.’ He 
was standing in front of his raft so as to protect it from the 
mass of water that was about to sweep over it. I was in the 
same position and in addition I had Chang’s hands to hold me 
firm — in his excitement he had driven his nails into the flesh 
of my calf. 

Lisette came for us, driving in as tall as a steeple. She broke 
on our two rocks with her usual enormous crash and rushed 
up the side of the cliff. 

I flung myself in a fraction of a second before my friend: 
he was in immediately after, and it was with the two rafts tight 
against one another that Lisette swept us racing out to sea. In 
less than five minutes we were more than three hundred yards 
from the shore. Sylvain had not yet climbed up on to his raft. 
I’d got on to mine within two minutes. Chang had hurried up 
to Dreyfus’s seat, and he was waving a scrap of white cloth 
— his last farewell. Now it was 2 good five minutes that we 
had been beyond the dangerous zone where the waves formed 
to drive right in for Devil’s Island. Those that we were now 
riding were much longer; they had almost no foam, and they 
were so regular that we drifted along as though we were part 
of them; we were not tossed about and the rafts did not attempt 
to capsize. We rose and fell upon these great rollers, slowly 
moving out into the offing, for this was the ebb. 

Once again, as I reached the top and turned my head right 
round, I caught a last glimpse of Chang’s white handkerchief. 
Sylvain was not far from me — perhaps fifty yards farther out 
to sea. Several times he held up his arm and waved it by way 
of showing triumph and delight. 

That night was fairly easy going, and we very clearly felt 
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the change in the sea’s direction. The tide we left on had 
carried us out, but this one was now sweeping us in towards 
the mainland. 

The sun rose on. the horizon: so it was six o’clock. We were 
too low in the water to be able to see the coast. But I could 
tell we were very far away from the islands, because although 
the sun lit up their tops, we could scarcely make them out, let 
alone see that there were three of them. All I could see was 
a single mass. Since they could not be told apart, I judged 
they were at least fifteen miles away. 

The feeling of triumph and success made me laugh. What 
if I were to try sitting up on my raft? The wind would then 
push me along, blowing on my back. 

There, I was up. I undid the chain and took a turn round 
my belt. The bolt was well greased and it was easy to tighten 
the nut. I held my hands up for the wind to dry them. I was 
going to smoke a cigarette. There, I drew on it, inhaling deeply 
and letting the smoke out slowly. I was not frightened any 
more. There’s no point in telling you about the stomach aches 
I had before, during the plunge and then just after. No, I wasn’t 
afraid any more: so calm indeed that when I’d finished the 
cigarette I decidecl to eat a few mouthfuls of coconut meat. I 
got a pretty good handful down and then I lit another cigarette. 
Sylvain was a fair distance away. We caught fleeting glimpses 
of one another from time to time, when we both happened to 
be on top of a wave. The sun was blazing like hell on the top 
of my skull and my brains were coming to the boil. I wetted 
my towel and wrapped it round my head. I took off my woollen 
sweater — it was stifling me, in spite of the wind. 

Christ! My raft had turned over and I’d very nearly drowned. 
Two big gulps of sea-water had gone down. In spite of all my 
efforts I could not manage to turn my sacks over again and 
get back on to them. The trouble was the chain — it did not 
leave me free enough in my movements. At last, having slipped 
the whole length over to the same side, I succeeded in treading 
water by the sacks and getting my breath back. I began trying 
to take the chain off altogether and I strained away at the nut. 
I got angrier and angrier, and perhaps because I was too ner- 
vous my fingers had not the strength to undo it. 

God, what a relief! It had turned at last. A rough five 
minutes! It had almost sent me crazy, thinking I could never 
get free of that chain. 
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I didn’t bother to turn the raft right side up; I was exhausted 
and I didn’t feel I had the strength. I just worked myself up 
on to it the way it was. What did it matter that I was on its 
bottom? I’d never fasten myself on again, either with the chain 
or anything else. I’d already seen what a bloody-fool thing it 
was to do, chaining my wrist at the beginning. That ought to 
have been enough. 

The pitiless sun burned my arms and legs. My face was on 
fire. It seemed to me that wetting it made it worse, because 
as soon as the water dried the burning was even fiercer. 

The wind had almost entirely dropped, and although with 
the smaller waves it was more comfortable, I was not getting 
along so fast. A great deal of wind and a rough sea would 
really have been better. 

I had such a violent cramp in my right leg that I called out, 
as though someone could hear me. I made the sign of the cross 
over the place, remembering that my grandmother had told 
me that would cure it. This homely remedy was a dismal 
failure. The sun was well down in the west. It was about four 
o’clock in the afternoon and this was the fourth tide since we 
had set out. It was a flood tide, and it seemed to me to be 
moving me in towards the coast with greater strength than the 
last. 

Now I could see Sylvain all the time, and for his part he 
could see me very well, too. He hardly disappeared at all, 
because the waves were no height now. He’d taken off his 
shirt, and he was bare from the waist up. He waved: he was 
more than three hundred yards ahead of me, but farther out to 
sea. Judging from the white water round his raft, he was trying 
to row with his hands. It looked as though he were checking 
his raft’s progress so that I could catch up. I lay down on my 
sacks, and thrusting my arms into the water I rowed too. If he 
braked and I hurried, perhaps we could lessen the distance 
between us. I’d chosen my companion in this escape very well. 
He could take it, one hundred per cent. I stopped rowing. I 
was tiring, and I must keep all my strength. I was going to 
try to turn the raft over, because the bag of food was under- 
neath, together with the leather bottle of fresh water. I was 
hungry and thirsty. My lips were already cracked and burning. 
The best way of turning the sacks over was to cling to them 
on the side opposite the rising wave and then to kick just as 
they rose. After five attempts I was lucky enough to swing 
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them over in one go. The effort exhausted me and I found it 
really hard to crawl up on to them again. 

The sun was touching the horizon and presently it would 
disappear. So it was six o’clock, or nearly. Let’s hope the 
night wouldn’t be too rough, because as I saw it, it was the 
long soaking that was taking away my strength. 

I had a good drink from Santori’s leather bottle, but first I 
ate two handfuls of coconut meat. Quite happy, and with my 
hands dried in the wind, I got out a cigarette and smoked it — 
terrific. Before the darkness fell Sylvain waved his towel, and 
so did J; this was our way of saying good night. He was still 
the same distance from me. I sat with my legs stretched out: 
I dried my sweater as much as I could and put it on. Even 
wet, these sweaters kept you warm; and the moment the sun 
dipped I felt the cold. 

The wind grew stronger. It was only the western clouds that 
were touched with pink low on the horizon. Now everything 
else was covered with a_ half-darkness that deepened 
every moment. The wind was blowing from the east, and over 
there I saw no clouds at all. So no danger of rain for the 
present. 

Apart from holding on and not getting wetter than I had to, 
the only thing I thought about was whether it would be sensible 
to fasten myself to the sacks in case tiredness overcame me, 
or whether, seeing what I’d been through, it would be too 
dangerous. Then I discovered that the reason I’d been so ham- 
pered was that the chain was too short, one end being unnecess- 
arily twisted in among the sacks’ ropes and wires. It was easy 
to get at it. With that extra length I should be able to move 
about much more freely. I fixed the chain properly and attached 
it to my belt once more. The well greased nut worked properly 
this time — I’d turned it too hard at first. I felt easier in my 
mind now, because I’d been terrified of dropping off to sleep 
and losing my sacks. 

Yes, the wind was getting stronger and so were the waves. 
The seas rose higher and the hollows were deeper; and in spite 
of these great differences in level the raft sailed wonderfully 
well. 

It was wholly dark. The sky was studded with millions of 
stars, and the brightest of them all was the Southern Cross. I 
couldn’t see my friend. The night now beginning was very 
important, because if we were lucky enough to have the wind 
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blowing all the time at this strength, we’d go a long way before 
tomorrow morning. 

As the night wore on, the wind blew harder and harder. 
Slowly the moon heaved up out of the sea: it was a reddish 
moon, and when at last it was quite risen I could clearly see 
those darkish patches that give it the look of a face. 

So it was past ten. The darkness grew less and less. As the 
moon rose higher and higher, so the moonlight increased; the 
waves shone silvery, and their strange brilliance hurt my eyes. 
I could not prevent myself from looking at them, but they 
really stabbed and wounded, for my eyes were already stinging 
from the sun and the salt water. I told myself I was overdoing 
it, but nevertheless I smoked three cigarettes straight off, one 
after another. 

The raft was behaving well; this heavy sea suited it and it 
rose and fell with an easy swing. I could no longer leave my 
legs stretched out on the sacks, for this sitting position gave 
me cramps that very soon became intolerably painful. 

Of course I was continually wetted up to my middle. My 
chest was hardly wet at all, and once the wind had dried my 
sweater no later wave soaked me further up than my belt. My 
eyes stung more and more. I shut them, and from time to time 
I dozed ‘You mustn’t sleep, man!’ Easy enough to say: but I 
couldn’t hold out any longer. Hell! I struggled against this huge 
drowsiness: and every time I came back to full wakefulness it 
was with a stabbing pain in my head. I brought out my tinder 
lighter. Every now and then I burned myself, putting the glow- 
ing wick on to my right forearm or the side of my neck. 

I was seized with dreadful anxiety, and I tried to thrust it 
aside with all my strength. Was I going to fall asleep? If I fell 
into the sea, would the cold water wake me up? It was sensible 
to have tied myself on with the chain. I mustn’t lose those 
two sacks — they were my very life now. It would be so bloody 
silly to fall into the wet and then never wake up again. 

For some minutes now I’d been absolutely soaked. A stray 
wave, one that ran across the path of the others, had struck 
me on the right-hand side. Not only did it soak me, but it set 
me askew on the sea, and the two next ordinary waves covered 
me from head to foot. 

This second night was well on towards its end. What time 
could it be? Judging from the way the moon was beginning 
to dip towards the west it must be about two or three in the 
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morning. We had been at sea for five tides now, that is to say 
thirty hours. This soaking I had just had was useful in a way 
— the cold woke me up completely. I was shivering, but it was 
no longer an effort to keep my eyes open. My legs were very 
stiff and I decided to sit on them: pulling each in turn with 
both hands I managed to fold them under me. Maybe my 
frozen toes would thaw in that position. 

I sat there cross-legged for a long while. The change of 
attitude did me good. The moon lit up the sea wonderfully, 
and I tried to catch sight of Sylvain; but as it moved down 
the sky the moon was right in my face, and I found it hard to 
make anything out distinctly. No, I could see nothing. Sylvain 
had had nothing to tie himself on with: who could tell whether 
he was still there on his raft? I searched the sea desperately, 
but in vain. There was a strong wind, but it was steady — the 
important thing was that there were no sudden gusts. I’d grown 
used to its rhythm, and I sat on my sacks as though I were 
part of them. 

I stared all round so hard and for so long that in the end I 
had only this one idea in my head — I must see my buddy. I 
dried my fingers in the wind and then I whistled through them 
as hard as ever I could. I listened. No reply. Did Sylvain know 
how to whistle with his fingers? I didn’t know. I ought to have 
asked before we set off. After all, we could easily have made 
a couple of whistles. I blamed myself for not having thought 
of it. Then I put my hands each side of my mouth and called 
‘Hoo-hoo!’ The only answer was the cry of the wind and the 
slap-slap of the waves. 

I couldn’t bear it any more, so I stood up and balanced 
there, holding my chain in my left hand, during the time five 
waves raised me one after the other. When I reached the crest 
I stood quite straight, and on the up and then again on the 
down I squatted. Nothing to the right, nothing to the left, 
nothing in front. Was he perhaps behind me? I didn’t dare 
stand up and look back. The only thing I had been able to 
make out without the least possible doubt was a hard line away 
on my left, deep black in the moonlight. It was certainly the 
forest. 

When it was daylight I should see the trees, and thinking 
of that did me gocd. ‘At sunrise you’ll see the forest, Papi! I 
hope to God you see your friend too!’ 

I rubbed my toes and stretched out my legs. Then I decided 
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to dry my hands and smoke a cigarette. I smoked two. What 
time was it? The moon was getting very low. I couldn’t remem- 
ber how long before sunrise the moon had set the night before. 
I tried to bring it back by closing my eyes and seeing the 
happenings of that first night. No good. Yes it was, though! 
All at once I had a clear vision of the sun rising in the east 
and at the same time the tip of the moon just visible on the 
western horizon. So it must now be about five o’clock. The 
moon took its time to sink. The Southern Cross had dis- 
appeared long before; so had the Great and Little Bears. There 
was only the North Star that shone brighter than the rest. Since 
the sinking of the Southern Cross. the North Star had reigned 
supreme. 

The wind seemed to be increasing. At least there was more 
body in it than during the night, as you might say. This meant 
the waves were both taller and deeper and there were more 
white horses on their crests than there had been when the night 
began. 

Thirty hours now that I’d been at sea. There was no denying 
that up until now things had gone well rather than otherwise, 
and that the toughest day was the one that was now about to 
dawn. 

Being exposed to the full sun yesterday from six in the 
morning until six at night had baked me quite horribly. It was 
going to be no sort of fun when the sun rose again today to 
have another go at me. My lips were already cracking, and 
yet this was still the cool of the nizht. My lips and eyes burned 
painfully. It was the same with my hands and forearms. If I 
could manage it I wouldn’t expose my arms any more. I’d 
have to see. whether I could bear my sweater. Another place 
that hurt badly was between my arms and my thighs: in that 
case it wasn’t the sun but the salt water and the rubbing of 
the sacks. 

Still and all, brother, cooked or not, you’ve made your break 
all right and it’s worth putting up with all this and more to be 
where you are. You’ve got a ninety per cent chance of reaching 
the mainland alive and hell, that’s something, isn’t it? Even 
if I were to get there burnt bald and half flayed, that wouldn’t 
be too high a price to pay for such a voyage and such a result. 
And then again I hadn’t seen a single shark. Can you imagine 
that? Were they all on holiday? You can’t deny that as lucky 
characters go, you’re a lucky character all right. This is the 
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true, the genuine break — you’ll see. All the others were too 
carefully laid on, too perfectly organized: the one that really 
works will be the craziest of them all. Two sacks of coconuts 
and go wherever the wind and the sea carry you. To the 
mainland. You must admit you don’t have to go to college to 
know that driftwood always ends up on the shore. 

If the wind and the drive of the sea kept going during the 
day with the same strength as it had during this last night we’d 
reach land in the afternoon for sure. 

The ogre of the tropics rose up behind me. It looked as 
though he was thoroughly determined to fry everything to a 
crisp today, for he came up in a blaze of glory. In the flash 
of an eye he had dispelled the moonlight, and he was not fully 
risen from the sea before he made it clear who was master — 
who was the unquestioned king of the tropics. In no time at 
all the wind grew warm. In an hour it was going to be really 
hot. A feeling of well-being filled my whole body: the first 
rays had hardly reached me before a gentle warmth flooded 
through me from my middle upwards. I took off my towel- 
turban and held my cheeks out to the sun, as I would have 
held them out to a log fire. Before scorching me, the ogre 
meant to show how he was the giver of life before being 
death itself. My blood flowed faster along my veins, and even 
my water-soaked thighs felt this new life racing through 
them. 

I could see the bush quite clearly — I mean the very tops of 
the trees, of course. It seemed to me that it was no great way 
off. I'd wait a little longer for the sun to rise more and then 
I’d stand up on my sacks to see if I could catch sight of 
Sylvain. 

In less than an hour’s time the sun was well up: God above, 
it was going to be hot! My left eye had half gummed up. I 
scooped up water and rubbed my eye with it — how it stung! 
I took off my sweater. I’d keep it off for a while, until the 
sun began to burn too fiercely. 

A higher wave than the rest heaved up beneath me, raising 
me right up into tie air. In the split second that it was at its 
highest I saw my friend. He was sitting on his raft, stripped 
to the waist. He didn’t see me. He was less than two hundred 
yards away, to my left and a little in front. The wind was still 
blowing strongly, so seeing he was ahead of me almost directly 
down-wind, I decided to put my arms into the sleeves of my 
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sweater and hold them up, gripping the bottom of it with my 
teeth. This kind of sail would surely carry me along faster 
than he was going. 

I sailed in this way for about half an hour. But the sweater 
hurt my teeth and the strength I had to exert, holding it up, 
was wearing me out too fast. Still, when I gave over I had the 
impression that I’d gone faster than if I’d just left it to the 
waves. 

Hurrah! I’d just seen Sylvain. He wasn’t a hundred yards 
away. But what was he up to? It didn’t look as though he was 
worrying about whether I was there or not. When another 
wave heaved me well up I saw kim again, once, twice, three 
times. I distinctly saw he was shading his eyes with his right 
hand: so he must be searching the: sea. Look back, you bloody 
fool! He had certainly looked, that was for sure; but he hadn’t 
seen me. 

I stood up and whistled. When I rose up again from the 
hollow of the wave there I saw Sylvain standing up and facing 
me. He waved his sweater. We waved good morning at least 
twenty times before we sat down again. We signalled at the 
top of every rising wave, and it so happened we were both 
going up and down in the same rhythm. On the last two waves 
he stretched his arm out towards the bush, which could now 
be seen in detail — it was only about six miles away. I lost my 
balance and collapsed, sitting on my raft. The sight of my 
friend and the bush so close at hand filled my whole being 
with joy — I was so moved I wept like a child. The tears cleaned 
my gummed-up eyes, and through them I saw countless facets 
of every colour; stupidly I thought, ‘Why, you would say it 
was stained glass windows in a church.’ God is with you today, 
Papi. It is in the midst of the elements, of nature — the vastness 
of the ocean, the never-ending waves, the tremendous green 
roof of the forest — that one feels so infinitely small in compari- 
son with everything around; and it is perhaps then that without 
looking for Him one finds God — lays one’s very hand upon 
Him. Just as during the thousands of hours I had spent buried 
alive in those dismal black-holes without a ray of light I had 
felt Him in the darkness, so today by the light of this rising 
sun (rising to devour everything rot strong enough to withstand 
Him) I truly touched God: I felt Him all about me and within 
me. He even whispered in my ear. ‘You are suffering and you 
will suffer even more; but this time I have decided to be on 
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your side. I promise you that you will win and that you will 
be free.’ 

I had never had any religious instruction; I didn’t know the 
ABC of the Christian religion; I was so ignorant that I didn’t 
know who was Jesus’s father nor whether His mother was 
really the Virgin Mary; nor whether His father was a carpenter 
or acamel driver — but all that gross ignorance does not prevent 
one from meeting God when one really looks for Him: He is 
to be found in the wind, the sea, the sun, the jungle, the stars, 
and even in the fishes that He must have scattered with so free 
a hand so that man might be fed. 

The sun rose fast. It must be ten in the morning. I was 
completely dry from the waist upwards. I soaked my towel 
again and wrapped it round my head. I put on my sweater, 
because my shoulclers, back and arms were burning horribly. 
And although my ‘egs were very often in the water, they too 
were as red as lobsters. 

Now that the coast was nearer, the indraught was greater 
and the waves ran almost straight towards the shore. I could 
see the details of the forest, and that made me think that merely 
in these four or five morning hours we had moved in a great 
deal. My first break had taught me how to calculate distances. 
When you can see details clearly, you’re less than three miles 
away: now at present I could tell the difference between the 
thickness of one trunk and another; and once, from the crest 
of a particularly high wave, I very clearly saw a huge monster 
of a tree lying over sideways, with its leaves dipping into the 
sea. 

Dolphins and birds! God send that the dolphins don’t play 
with my raft, pushing it around. I’d heard that they have a 
way of shoving driftwood and men in towards the shore and 
of drowning them by pushing with their noses, all with the 
best intentions in the world, since they only mean to help. No: 
although there were three or four of them and they circled 
round and round, it was only to see what it was all about, and 
they went away without even touching my raft. Thank God 
for that! 

Noon, and the sun was right over my head. The bastard 
must certainly mean to boil me alive. My eyes were oozing 
continuously and the skin had quite gone from my lips and 
nose. The waves were choppier and now they were running 
in towards the shore with a deafening noise. 
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I could see Sylvain nearly all the time. He scarcely ever 
disappeared — the waves weren’t deep enough. There was a 
kind of bar where they broke with a shocking din; and then, 
once they were over this foaming barrier, they drove right in 
to attack the forest. 

We were about half a mile from the shore and I could make 
out the pink and white birds with aristocratic plumes, walking 
about and thrusting their beaks into the mud. There were thou- 
sands and thousands of birds. Scarcely any of them flew higher 
than about six feet, and these short, low flights were merely 
to avoid being wetted by the spray. There was spray every- 
where and the sea was a filthy yellow muddy colour. We were 
so close in that I could see the dirty high-water mark on the 
trunks of the trees. 

The crash of the rollers did not drown the shrill cry of these 
myriads of many-coloured waders. Thump. Thump. Then two 
or three yards further. Thump. I had grounded — I was aground 
on the mud. There was not enough water to float me. By the 
sun, it was two in the afternoon. So it was forty hours since 
I had left. That had been two days back, at ten at night, when 
the ebb had beenrunning for two hours. So this was the seventh 
tide, and it was natural that I shculd be stranded, for this was 
the ebb once more. The flood would start to run at about three. 
By nightfall I should be in the bush. I’d keep the chain so as 
not to be swept off the sacks at the most dangerous moment 
— the time when the rollers began breaking over me without 
floating the raft, the sea not being deep enough. I shouldn’t 
be afloat before the tide had been flowing for at least two or 
three hours. 

Sylvain was more than a hundred yards over on my right, 
and somewhat ahead. He looked at me and waved his arms 
about. It seemed to me he was trying to shout something but 
his throat couldn’t produce any sound; otherwise I should have 
heard him. Now that the noise of the rollers had died away 
behind us there we were on the mud with no sound apart from 
the cry of the waders. As for me, I was about five hundred 
yards from the forest: Sylvain was a hundred or a hundred 
and fifty yards away from me and farther in. But what was 
the bloody great fool doing now” He was standing up, and he 
had left his raft. Surely he hadn’t gone out of his mind? He 
mustn’t start walking or he’d sink in a little more with every 
step and maybe he wouldn’t be able to get back to his raft. I 
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tried to whistle: I couldn’t. There was a little water left so I 
emptied the bottle: then I tried to shout to stop him. I couldn’t 
utter a sound. Bubbles of gas were coming up out of the mud. 
So it was only a thin crust with ooze beneath, and any guy 
that let himself be caught in it — his number would be up for 
sure. 

Sylvain turned round; he looked at me and made signs I 
couldn’t understard. I waved furiously, meaning ‘No, no! 
Don’t stir from your raft! You'll never get to the forest!’ As 
he was the far side of his sacks of coconuts, I couldn’t make 
out whether he was near the raft or far from it. At first I 
thought he must be very close, and so if he bogged down he’d 
be able to catch hold of it. 

All at once I realized that he’d gone quite a distance — that 
he’d sunk in and couldn’t get himself out and so back to his 
raft. I heard a shout. I lay flat on my sacks, dug my hands 
into the mud and heaved with all my strength. My sacks moved 
forward beneath me and I managed to slide along for twenty 
yards. I’d moved over to the left and it was then, standing, 
with the sacks no longer blocking my view, that I saw my 
friend, my buddy, buried to the waist. He was more than ten 
yards from his ra*t. Terror gave me back my voice and I 
shouted ‘Sylvain! Sylvain! Don’t move! Lie flat in the mud. 
Get your legs out if you can.’ The wind carried my words 
along and he heard them. He nodded his head to say yes. I 
flung myself down again and I heaved at the mud, sliding 
my raft along. My frantic anxiety gave me superhuman 
strength and I covered another thirty yards and more. It’s true 
I’d taken over an jour to do it, but I was very close to him 
now — perhaps fifty or sixty yards. I couldn’t see very 
well. 

Sitting up, with my hands, arms and face all covered with 
ooze, I tried to wipe my left eye — salt mud had got into it 
and it was burning. It not only stopped me seeing out of that 
one, but it also spoilt the sight of the other, which had now 
begun to run, just to make things easier. At last I saw him: 
he was no longer iying down; he was upright, with only his 
chest rising from the mud. 

The first wave arrived. It passed over me without knocking 
me off my seat and broke farther up, covering the mud with 
its foam. It also swept over Sylvain: his chest was still out of 
the mud. At once the thought came to me — ‘The more the 
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breakers come in, the softer the mud will be. I must reach him 
whatever happens.’ 

I was seized with the furious energy of a wild animal whose 
cubs are in danger, and I thrust, thrust, thrust at this mud to 
reach him, like a mother trying to save her child. He gazed at 
me without a word or a movement, his eyes fixed on me and 
mine on him. It was essential not to lose his gaze, and I no 
longer looked to see where I was to drive in my hands. I 
dragged myself on a little, but now two rollers had passed 
over me, quite covering me, and the mud had become thinner: 
I was moving much slower than an hour ago. A big roller 
came in, almost smothering me and pulling me off my raft. I 
sat up to see better. The mud was up to Sylvain’s armpits. I 
was less than forty yards from him. He was gazing intently at 
me, I saw he knew he was going to die there — the poor 
unfortunate bastard, bogged down three hundred yards from 
the Promised Land. 

I flattened myself again and dug into the mud - it was 
almost liquid now. My eyes and his were inseparably joined. 
He shook his head to say no, don’t struggle any more. I went 
on nevertheless and I was less than thirty yards away when a 
great roller smothered me under its mass of water and very 
nearly tore me off my sacks — they floated and moved me five 
or six yards forward. 

When the roller had gone I looked round. Sylvain had van- 
ished. The mud, with its thin layer of foaming water, was 
perfectly smooth. There was not even my friend’s hand show- 
ing to say a last farewell. I had an utterly disgusting, brutish 
reaction, the instinct for self-preservation overcoming all 
decent feeling. ‘You’re alive, Papi. You’re alone, and when 
you’ re in the jungle alone with no friend, it won’t be so bloody 
easy to make a success of this break.’ 

A roller crashed over my back (for I was sitting up) and 
brought me back to my senses. It bent me right over and 
knocked all the wind out of my body — it was minutes before 
I could draw breath. The raft was driven up a few yards, and 
it was only then, as I watched the wave dying away far up 
near the trees, that I mourned for Sylvain. ‘We were so close: 
if only you hadn’t moved, brother! Less than three hundred 
yards from the trees. Why? Just tell me why you did such a 
bloody fool thing. What made you think that crust was firm 
enough for you to walk on? The sun? The glare? Who knows? 
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Couldn’t you stand the hellish discomfort any longer? How 
come a man like vou couldn’t bear a few more hours on the 
gridiron?’ 

The breakers came in one after another with a thunderous 
roar. They were coming in faster, and the waves were bigger. 
Each one washed right over me, and each one heaved me up 
a few yards, still leaving me on the mud. At about five o’clock 
the breakers suddenly changed into flowing sea and I was 
water-borne, right off the bottom. Now that the waves had 
some depth beneath them they made almost no noise. The 
thunder of the breakers died away. Sylvain’s raft had already 
been washed up among the trees. I was set down not too 
violently, carried up to some twenty yards from the virgin 
forest. When the wave drew back there I was stranded on the 
mud again, firmly determined not to stir from my raft until I 
had hold of a branch or a creeper. Only twenty yards to go. 
It took more than an hour before there was depth enough for 
me to be lifted up again and carried into the forest. The roaring 
wave that carried me up literally flung me in among the trees. 
I undid the bolt and freed myself from the chain. I did not 
throw it away: it might come in useful. 


In the Bush 


I hurried into the forest as fast as I could, before the sun should 
go down; I made my way half walking, half swimming, for 
here too there was mud that sucked you down. The water ran 
far in among the trees and night had fallen before I reached 
dry land. My nose was filled with the smell of rotting vegeta- 
tion and there was so much gas that it stung my eyes. My legs 
were wrapped round and round with stalks and leaves. I still 
pushed my raft in front of me. At every stop I tried the ground 
beneath the water, and it was only when it did not give that I 
went on. 

I spent my first night on a great fallen tree. Hundreds of 
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creatures of every kind walked about on me. My body burnt 
and stung. I put on my sweater, having hauled up my sack 
and made it fast at both ends to the tree-trunk. I had life inside 
the sacks, for once I’d opened the coconuts they would provide 
me with food so that I could hold out. I had my jungle-knife 
looped to my right wrist. I stretched out exhausted in the crotch 
of the tree — it made a kind of large hollow or nest — and went 
to sleep without having time to form a single thought. No: 
perhaps I did just mutter ‘Poor Sylvain’ once or twice before 
I sank right down. 

It was the noise of the birds that woke me. The rays of the 
sun were coming horizontally, shining far in among the trees; 
so it would be seven or eight in the morning. There was a 
great deal of sea all round me, so it must be high water. Maybe 
this was the end of the tenth tide. 

That made sixty hours since I’d left Devil’s Island. I couldn’t 
make out whether I was far from the sea or not; in any case 
I was going to wait for the water to go down before I went 
to the shore to dry myself and take a little sun. I had no fresh 
water left. There were still three handfuls of coconut meat, 
and I ate it with very great pleasure. I also rubbed some on 
my burns -— the oil it contained soothed them. Then I smoked 
two cigarettes. I thought about Sylvain, and this time I did so 
with no selfishness. Shouldn’t I, in the first place, have escaped 
without any friend? After all, I claimed I could manage all 
alone — could shift for myself. So in that case it was all one: 
but my heart was filled with a great sadness and I closed my 
eyes, as though that would prevent me from seeing my friend 
going down into the mud. As far as he was concerned it was 
all over. 

I wedged my sack carefully into the crotch of the tree and 
brought out a coconut. I managed to open two by hitting them 
as hard as I could on the wood between my legs, bringing 
them point down so that the shell split open. That was better 
than using the jungle-knife. I ate a whole one and drank the 
little over-sweet milk it had. The tide ebbed quickly, and when 
the water had gone the mud bore me perfectly well as I walked 
down to the shore. 

There was a brilliant sun and the sea was incomparably 
beautiful. I gazed for a long while towards the place where I 
thought Sylvain must have disappeared. I washed in a pool of 
sea-water, and my clothes and body were soon dry. I smoked 
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a cigarette. One last look towards my friend’s grave and I 
went back into the forest, making my way quite easily. With 
my sack on my shoulder I pushed in slowly among the under- 
growth. In about two hours I came to dry land at last, where 
the trees showed no sign of flooding or of the tide. Here I 
would camp and rest completely for twenty-four hours. Pd 
open the nuts one by one, take out the meat and put it all in 
the sack, ready to be eaten when it was needed. I could have 
lit a fire, but I thought it wouldn’t be wise. 

The rest of that day and then the night passed off quietly. 
The din of the birds woke me at sunrise. I finished taking out 
the coconut meat, and then, with a very small bundle on my 
shoulder, I set off towards the east. 

Towards three in the afternoon I came across a path. It was 
a track used either by the men who went out looking for balata 
— natural rubber - or for timber, or by those who carried 
supplies to the gold-diggers. It was a narrow path, but it was 
clean — no branches lying across it — so it must be well used. 
Here and there I saw the tracks of an ass or an unshod mule. 
In the dried mud, men’s footprints, the big toe clearly marked. 
I walked until nightfall. I chewed coconut, which both nour- 
ished me and quenched my thirst. Sometimes I rubbed my 
nose, lips and cheexs with well-chewed pulp, mixed with spit. 
My eyes ran a great deal, and they often gummed up. As soon 
as I could, I’d wash them with fresh water. As well as the 
coconuts, my sack held a water-proof box with a piece of 
common soap, a Gillette razor, twelve blades and a shaving- 
brush. It had survived the voyage perfectly. 

I walked with my machete in my hand, but I did not need 
to use it, since the path was quite free and open. Indeed, at 
the sides I noticed places where branches had been trimmed 
off not long before. A good many people must pass along, so 
I should have to take great care. 

Here the bush was not the same as what I’d experienced 
during my first break, at Saint-Laurent-du-Maroni. Here the 
forest was at two levels, and it was not as thick as it was on 
the Maroni. The first level was vegetation rising fifteen or 
twenty feet, and then over that there was the forest roof, more 
than sixty feet above the ground. There was daylight only to 
the right of the path; on the other side it was almost entirely 
dark. 

I moved along fast, sometimes crossing a clearing where 
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the trees had been burnt either by men or by lightning. I kept 
‘an eye on the sun’s rays: their slope showed that it was 
not far from setting. My back was turned towards it, for I 
was going eastwards — that is to say, in the direction of 
the Negro village of Kourou or the prison camp of the same 
name. 

Night would fall suddenly: I mustn’t walk in the darkness. 
I’d push into the forest and find a place where I could lie 
down. Thirty yards and more from the path I made myself a 
bed, cutting smooth leaves from a tree like a banana-palm and 
sheltering myself with others. I and my bed were perfectly 
dry, and as luck would have it, no rain fell. I smoked two 
cigarettes 

I was not too tired that evening. The coconut meat satisfied 
my hunger and kept me going. But my mouth was parched 
with thirst and my saliva would hardly flow at all. 

The second part of the break had begun; and this was the 
third night without a hitch that I had spent on the mainland. 
Ah, if only Sylvain were with me! He’s not here, brother, and 
what is there you can do about it? Have you ever needed 
anyone’s advice or support at any time in your life? Are you 
a leader or a follower? Don’t you be a bloody fool, Papillon: 
apart from natural grief at having lost a friend you’re no worse 
off just because you’re alone in the bush. Royale, Saint-Joseph 
and Devil’s Island are far away now; it’s six days since you 
left them. Kourou must have been warned. First the screws in 
the logging camp and then the darkies in the village. There 
must be a police post there, too. Was it really sensible to walk 
towards the village? I knew nothing about its surroundings. 
The camp lay between the village and the river. That was all 
I knew about Kourou. 

When I was on Royale I thought I’d hold up the first person 
I came across and force him to take me to the neighbourhood 
of Inini, the camp for the Chinese with Cuic-Cuic, Chang’s 
brother, among them. Why should I alter my plan? If the 
people on Devil’s Island had made up their minds we’d been 
drowned, then there’d be no trouble. But if they thought we’d 
escaped then Kourou would be dangerous Since it was a log- 
ging camp, there’d be a great many Arabs — that is to say, 
plenty of trackers. Watch out for the manhunt, Papi! Don’t 
slip up. Don’t get yourself caught between two fires. You’ve 
got to see these characters, whoever they may be, before they 
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see you. Moral: I mustn’t walk on the path but through the 
forest, alongside the track. All today you’ve been behaving 
like a bleeding half-wit, rushing about on this path with 
nothing but a jungle-knife as a weapon. It wasn’t so much 
ignorance as raving madness. So tomorrow I’d walk through 
the forest. 

I got up early, woken by the birds and the animals greeting 
the sunrise — indeed, I got up at the same time as the rest of 
the jungle. Another day was beginning for me too. I swallowed 
a well-chewed handful of coconut. I rubbed some over my 
face and started on my way. 

Although I was very close to the path I could not be seen: 
the going was hard, because though the creepers and branches 
were not very thick I still had to push them aside to get along. 
Sull, it had been very wise to leave the track, because I heard 
someone whistling. Ahead of me the path ran straight for a 
good fifty yards: I could not see the whistler. Ha, here he was! 
A coal-black Negro. He had a pack on his back and a gun in 
his right hand. He was wearing a khaki shirt and a pair of 
shorts: legs and feet bare. He walked with his head down, 
his back bowed under his bulky load, and his eyes on the 
ground. 

I hid behind a big tree on the very edge of the path and 
waited with my knife open in my hand until he reached me. 
The second he passed the tree I flung myself upon him. My 
right hand caught his gun arm and twisted it: the gun dropped. 
‘Don’t kill me! Oh God, have mercy!’ He stood there with 
my knife-point against the lower left side of his throat. I bent 
and picked up the gun, an old single-barrelled job, but one that 
was certainly crammed with powder and shot to the muzzle. 
I cocked it, stood back a couple of paces and said, ‘Undo 
your pack: drop it. Don’t you try and run or I’1] kill you like 
a dog.’ 

The poor petrified black obeyed. Then he looked at me. 
“You’re an escaped convict?’ 

“Yes.” 

“What do you want? Take everything I have. But I beg you 
not to kill me — I’ve got five children. Leave me my life, for 
pity’s sake.’ 

‘Shut up. What’s your name?’ 

‘Jean.’ 

‘Where are you going?’ 
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‘I’m carrying stores and medicines to my two brothers: 
they’re cutting wood in the bush.’ 

“Where do you come from?’ 

‘Kourou.’ 

‘Do you belong there?’ 

‘That’s where I was born.’ 

‘Do you know Inini?’ 

“Yes. Sometimes I do a deal with the Chinese in the prison 
camp.’ 

‘Do you see this?’ 

“What is it?’ 

‘A five hundred franc note. Take your choice, brother: either 
you do what I say and I give you these five hundred francs 
and hand you back your gun, or you refuse or try to deceive 
me. And in that case I kill you. Make your choice.’ 

“What have I got to do? I’ll do anything you say, even for 
nothing.’ 

“You must take me to somewhere near Inini camp without 
my running any danger. When I’ve got into touch with a 
Chinese you can go. OK?’ 

‘OK.’ 

‘Don’t you try to pull a fast cne on me or you’re a dead 
man.’ 

‘No, I swear I'll help. I'll be straight with you.’ 

He had some condensed milk with him. He brought out six 
tins and gave them to me, together with a two-pound loaf and 
some bacon. 

‘Hide your pack in the bush: you can pick it up later. Look, 
I’ll mark this tree with my machete.’ 

I drank a tin of milk. He also gave me a new pair of trousers 
— workingman’s blue trousers. I put them on, never leaving 
hold of the gun. 

‘On your way, Jean. Take care no one sees us, because if 
they do it'll be your fault. And in that case, you’ve had it.’ 

Jean was better at going through the bush than me and I 
found it hard to keep up, so clever he was at avoiding branches 
and creepers. The nimble bastard went through the jungle with 
the greatest of ease. 

“You know, they’ve been told at Kourou that two convicts 
have escaped from the islands. So I must tell you straight — 
it'll be very dangerous for you when we go by near the Kourou 
prison camp.’ 
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“You seem a straightforward type, Jean. I hope you won’t 
let me down. What do you think is the best way of getting to 
Inini? Remember that my safety means your life, because if 
the screws or the trackers come on me suddenly, I’ll be forced 
to kill you.’ 

“What should I call you?’ 

‘Papillon.’ 

‘Right, Monsieur Papillon. We ought to go deep into the 
bush and get round a long way from Kourou. Ill guarantee 
to take you to Inini through the forest.’ 

‘T’ll trust you. Take whatever path you think the safest.’ 

Right inside the forest we went slower, but ever since we 
had left the neighbourhood of the path I felt that the Negro 
was more relaxed. He didn’t sweat so heavily and his face 
was less tense: he seemed much calmer. 

‘It looks to me you’re not so frightened now, Jean?’ 

‘That’s right, Monsieur Papillon. Being on the edge of the 
track was very dangerous for you, and so for me too.’ 

We were getting along fast. He was bright, this darkie: he 
never moved more than three or four paces from me. ‘Stop. I 
want to roll a cigarette.’ 

‘Here’s a packet of Gauloises.’ 

‘Thanks, Jean, you’re a good fellow.’ 

‘That’s true: lam very good. I’m a Catholic, you understand, 
and it grieves me to see the way the white warders treat the 
convicts.’ 

‘Have you seen many? Where?’ 

‘In the Kourou logging camp. It wounds your heart to see 
them dying slowly, eaten away by the labour of wood cutting 
and by the fever and dysentery. You’re better off on the islands. 
This is the first time I’ve ever seen a prisoner in perfect health, 
like you.’ 

“Yes: it’s better on the islands.’ 

We’d sat down for a while on a big branch. I offered him 
one of his tins of milk. He said he’d rather have some coconut. 

‘Is your wife young?’ 

“Yes, she’s thirty-two. I’m forty. We have five children, 
three girls and two boys.’ 

‘Do you earn a decent living?’ 

‘I get along fairly well with the rosewood, and my wife 
washes and irons for the warders. That helps a little. We’re 
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very poor, but we all have enough to eat and the children all 
go to school. They’ ve always got shoes to put on.’ 

Poor Negro, he thought everything was fine just because 
his children had shoes to their feet. He was almost my size 
and there was nothing at all unpleasant in his black face. Far 
from it: you could see in his eye that he had feelings that did 
him honour — he was hard-working, healthy, a good father, a 
good husband, a good Christian. 

‘And what about you, Papillon?’ 

‘I’m trying to make myself a new life. These last ten years 
I’ve been buried alive, and yet I’ve escaped again and again 
so as to be like you one day — free, with a wife and kids, 
without doing anyone any harm, even in thought. As you 
said yourself, the penal settlement is rotten through and 
through, and a man with any self-respect must get out of that 
filth.’ 

‘Tll help you to succeed — I'll not let you down. Let’s go.’ 

Jean had a wonderful sense of direction, and without any 
hesitation he led me straight to the neighbourhood of the 
Chinese camp: we got there about two hours after nightfall. 
We heard far-off noises: we saw no lights. Jean said that to 
get really close to the camp we should have to avoid one or 
two outposts. We decided to stop for the night. 

I was dead with tiredness; yet I was afraid to sleep. What 
if I was wrong about the Negro? Suppose he’d been playing 
a part? Suppose he took the gun while I was asleep and killed 
me? He’d gain double by doing so: in the first place he’d get 
rid of the danger I represented, and in the second he’d get a 
reward for having killed an escaped convict. 

Yes, he was very intelligent. Without a word, without wait- 
ing about, he lay down to go to sleep. I still had the chain and 
the bolt. I felt like putting it on him, but then I reflected that 
he could undo the nut as easily as I could and that if he were 
to move carefully while I slept flat out, I’d feel nothing. I’d 
try not to go to sleep. I had a whole packet of Gauloises. I’d 
do anything to keep awake. I couldn’t put myself into this 
man’s hands — after all, he was honest and he would certainly 
have put me down as a crook. 

The night was completely dark. He was lying a couple of 
yards from me and all I could see was the paleness of the 
soles of his feet. The forest has its. own particular night noises 
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— one is the hoarse, powerful cry of the howler monkey, which 
can be heard for miles. It’s very important, because if the howl 
is regular it means the rest of the band can eat and sleep in 
peace. It’s not an alarm or a danger call; it says that there are 
neither wild animals nor men around. 

I was all tensed up, and with the help of some cigarette 
burns and above all the thousands of mosquitoes that were 
determined to extract every last drop of my blood, I held out 
against sleep without too much difficulty. I might have kept 
the mosquitoes off by rubbing myself with a mixture of spit 
and nicotine, but I knew I’d drop off without them to keep 
me awake. I just hoped there were no carriers of malaria or 
yellow fever among them. 

So here I was, no longer on the way down the drain — 
perhaps only for the moment, but at all events away from it. 
In 1931, when I’d been arrested, I was twenty-five. Now it 
was 1941. Ten years. It was in 1932 that that prosecutor Pradel 
had uttered an inhuman and pitiless indictment to throw me, 
young and strong as I was, into that pit they call the prison 
system, a pit full of a sticky liquid that was to dissolve me 
slowly and cause me to disappear. Now I’d brought off the 
first part of this break. I’d climbed from the bottom of the pit 
to its edge. I must concentrate all my intelligence and all my 
strength so as to bring off the second part. 

The night passed slowly, but pass it did; and I did not go 
to sleep. I never even put down the gun. With the burns and 
the stinging of the mosquitoes I stayed so thoroughly awake 
that it never once dropped from my hands. I had the right to 
feel pleased with myself: I’d not risked my freedom by giving 
way to fatigue. Mind had triumphed over matter and I con- 
gratulated myself upon that fact when I heard the first bird-calls 
that announced the coming of the day. These early risers were 
soon joined by hundreds of others 

The Negro stretched his whole length and then sat up. “Good 
morning,’ he said, rubbing his feet, ‘didn’t you go to 
sleep?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘That was stupid, because I promise you you had nothing 
to fear from me. I’ve really made up my mind to help you to 
succeed.’ 

‘Thanks, Jean. Does it take long for the daylight to get into 
the forest?’ 
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‘It won’t be here for more than an hour yet. It’s only the 
animals that can tell the dawn’s coming so far ahead. Down 
here we’ll be able to see pretty well in an hour’s time. Lend 
me your knife, Papillon.’ 

I held it out to him without hesitation. He took two or three 
paces and cut off the branch of a cactus. He gave me one 
piece and kept the other for himself. 

‘Drink the water it has in it and rub some on your face.’ 

Using this strange sort of a basin I drank and washed. Day- 
light was coming. Jean gave me back the knife. I lit a cigarette 
and Jean had one too. We set off. We had to wade through a 
good many very difficult patches of marsh, and then, without 
having met anyone, friend or enemy, we reached the outskirts 
of the Inini camp at about midday. 

It was a regular highway that we came to. On one side of 
the broad clearing there ran a narrow-gauge railway. ‘It’s a 
line with nothing but trucks pushed by the Chinese,’ he told 
me. ‘The wheels make a terrible noise and you can hear them 
a great way off.’ We were there when one went by: it had a 
bench with two screws sitting on it. Behind there were two 
Chinese with long poles to act as brakes. Sparks flew from 
the wheels. Jean told me the poles were tipped with steel and 
they were used either for pushing with or braking. 

There were a great many people on the road. Chinese went 
by, some carrying coils of creeper on their shoulders, some a 
wild pig, and others bundles of palm fronds. They all looked 
as though they were going to the camp. Jean told me there 
were many reasons for them to go out into the forest — hunting 
game, looking for creepers to make furniture with, or palm 
fronds for the mats that shaded the vegetable gardens from 
the burning sun, catching butterflies, insects, snakes, etc. Some 
Chinese were allowed to go into the forest for a few hours 
once they had finished the work they were set. They all had 
to be back before five o’clock in the afternoon. 

‘Here, Jean. Here’s the five hundred francs and your gun 
[I'd already unloaded it]. I’ve got my knife and my machete. 
You can go now: and thanks. I hope God will reward you 
better than I can for having helped an unfortunate bastard to 
try and make a new life. You’ ve been dead straight, so thanks 
again. I hope when you tell your children all about this you’ ll 
say, ‘“The convict looked a decent type; I’m not sorry I helped 
him.’’’ 
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‘Monsieur Papillon, it’s late. I couldn’t get far before night- 
fall. Keep the gun: I’Il stay with you until tomorrow morning. 
If you don’t mind, I’d rather it was me that stopped the Chinese 
to go and tell Cuic-Cuic — you pick him out. He won’t be so 
frightened as if he saw a white man on the run. You let me 
go out on the road. Even if a screw turns up, he won’t think 
it strange to see me here. Il] say I’m looking for rosewood 
for the Symphorien Company in Cayenne. Rely on me.’ 

“Well, in that case take your gun — an unarmed man in the 
forest would look queer.’ 

‘That’s true.’ 

Jean stood there on the road. I was going to give a low 
whistle when a Chinese I liked the look of came along. 

‘Good day, Mouché,’ said a little old Chinaman in pidgin- 
French: he was carrying what must certainly be a length of 
cabbage-palm on his shoulder — delicious eating. I whistled, 
because this polite old man who greeted Jean first seemed to 
me the right sort. 

‘Good day, Chink. Stop: me want talk to you.’ 

“What you wart, Mouché?’ he asked, stopping. 

They talked together for close on five minutes. I couldn’t 
hear what they said. Two Chinese went by, carrying a big deer 
on a pole: it hung from its feet, and its head dragged along 
the ground. They went by without greeting the Negro, but they 
said a few words in Chinese to their countryman, who made 
a short reply. 

Jean brought the old man into the trees. He came towards 
me, holding out his hand. ‘You makee break?’ 

‘Yes’ 

“Where from?’ 

‘Devil.’ 

‘Good, good.’ He laughed, staring at me with his slit eyes. 
‘Good, good. What your name?’ 

‘Papillon.’ 

‘Me not know.’ 

‘Me, friend of Chang. Chang Vauquien, Cuic-Cuic’s 
brother.’ 

‘Oh? Good, good.’ He shook my hand again. ‘What you 
want?’ 

‘Tell Cuic-Cuic me waiting here.’ 

“No can do.’ 

‘How come?’ 
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‘Cuic-Cuic him steal sixty ducks belong head of camp. Head 
go to kill Cuic-Cuic, Cuic-Cuic him run’ 

‘How long ago?’ 

‘Two month.’ 

‘Gone by sea?’ 

‘No can tell. Me go to camp, talk other Chinaman, great 
friend of Cuic-Cuic. Him say what to do. You no go away 
from here. Me come back tonight.’ 

“What time?’ 

‘Don’t know. But me come, bring food, cigarettes: you no 
lightee fire here. Me whistle La Madelon. When you hear, you 
come out on road. Savvy?’ 

‘Me savvy.” He disappeared. ‘What do you think about it, 
Jean?’ 

‘There’s no harm, because if you like we’ll go straight back 
the way we came to Kourou and Ill find you a canoe, some 
food and a sail so that you can get away by sea.’ 

‘I’m going very far, Jean: it wouldn’t be possible to set off 
alone. But thanks for your offer. If the worst comes to the 
worst Ill accept it.’ 

The Chinese had given us a big piece of cabbage-palm, and 
we ate it. It was fresh and very good indeed — a strong nutty 
flavour. Jean was going to keep watch: I felt quite sure of 
him. I daubed my face and hands with tobacco-juice, for the 
mosquitoes were beginning their attack. 

Jean shook me awake. ‘Papillon, someone’s whistling La 
Madelon.’ 

' ‘What’s the time?’ 

‘Not late: maybe nine o’clock.’ 

We went out on to the road. The night was very dark. The 
whistler came nearer and I answered. He came closer still: we 
were very near, but I couldn’t see him. We each whistled in 
turn, and presently we came together. There were three of 
them. Each shook me by the hand. The moon would be rising 
soon. 

‘Let’s sit here by the side of the road,’ said one of them in 
perfect French. ‘No one can see us in the darkness.’ Jean came 
with us. ‘Eat first; we’ll talk afterwards,’ said the educated 
Chinese. Jean and I ate some piping hot vegetable soup. It 
warmed us through and through and we decided to keep the 
rest of the food for later. We drank hot sweet tea that tasted 
of mint — it was delicious. 
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‘So you’re a close friend of Chang’s?’ 

“Yes. He told me to come and look for Cuic-Cuic so we 
could escape together. I’ve already made a break that took me 
a very long way — as far as Colombia. I’m a good sailor, and 
that’s why Chang wanted me to take his brother. He trusts 
me.’ 

‘I see. What are Chang’s tatoo marks?’ 

‘A dragon on his chest and three spots on his left hand. He 
told me those three spots meant he was one of the leaders of 
the rising at Pulo-Condor. His best friend was another leader 
of the rising callec| Van Hue. He’s lost an arm.’ 

‘That’s me,’ saic. the educated one. ‘You’re certainly a friend 
of Chang’s, and that means you’re our friend. Listen: Cuic- 
Cuic has not been able to get out to sea yet because he doesn’t 
know how to sail a boat. He’s alone: he’s in the bush, about 
five miles from here. He makes charcoal. Friends sell it for 
him and give him the money. When he’s saved enough he’1!] 
buy a boat and look for somebody who’ll escape with him by 
sea. He’s in no danger where he is. He’s on a kind of island 
surrounded by treacherous mud and no one can get on to it. 
Anyone who doesn’t know the way through the marsh would 
be sucked down. I'll fetch you at dawn and take you to Cuic- 
Cuic. Come with us.’ 

We went along the edge of the road, because the moon had 
risen and it was light enough to see anyone at fifty yards. 
When we reached a wooden bridge he said, ‘Shelter under this 
bridge. Sleep here: and I’I] come and fetch you tomorrow 
morning.’ 

We shook hands and they went off. They walked along 
quite openly: if they were found they were going to say they 
had been out to look at traps they had set in the bush during 
the day. Jean said to me, ‘Papillon, don’t you sleep here. You 
sleep in the bush and I'll stay. When he comes I’I] call you.’ 

‘Fine.’ I went back into the bush and with my belly full 
of good soup I dropped off happily after I'd smoked a few 
cigarettes. 

Van Hue was at the meeting place before sunrise. To gain 
time we were going to walk on the road until daylight. We 
went along fast for about forty minutes. Then suddenly there 
was the sun and far off we could hear the noise of a truck 
coming towards us down the line. We got under cover. 

‘Good-bye, Jean, and good luck. God bless you and your 
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family.’ I made him take the five hundred francs. In case things 
went wrong with regard to Cuic-Cuic, he told me how to reach 
his village, and how to get round it and post myself on the 
path where we’d met in the first place. He had to go along it 
twice a week. I shook hands with that great-hearted Guiana 
Negro and he leapt on to the path. 

‘Let’s go,’ said Van Hue, thrusting his way into the forest. 
He steered without hesitation and we moved along fairly 
quickly, for the bush was not very thick. When branches and 
creepers got in his way he did not cut them with his machete. 
He pushed them aside. 


Cuic-Cuic 


In something under three hours there we were in front of a 
great pool of mud. Floating on the ooze, water-lilies and plants 
with great flat green leaves. We walked along the bank. 

Van Hue saw me trip and said, “Take care you don’t fall, 
because if you do you sink for good — no hope whatsoever.’ 

‘Go ahead. I'll follow you and take more care.’ 

There was a little island ahead of us, perhaps a hundred and 
fifty yards away. Smoke was rising from the middle. Those 
must be the charcoal mounds. I detected a crocodile in the 
mud, with only its eyes showing. What could it possibly live 
on, there in that marsh? 

We walked another half mile along the bank of this sort of 
mud-lake. Van Hue stopped and began singing very loudly in 
Chinese. A man came towards the edge of the little island. A 
small man, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts. The two 
Chinese began talking. It went on and on and I was getting 
impatient when at last they stopped. 

‘Come this way,’ said Van Hue. I followed him, and we 
went back the way we had come. ‘It’s all right: that was a 
friend of Cuic-Cuic’s. Cuic-Cuic has gone hunting, but he’ll 
be back soon. We have to wait for him here.’ 
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We sat down. In less than an hour’s time Cuic-Cuic 
appeared. He was a little dried-up bastard, Annamite yellow, 
with heavily lacquered teeth — almost shining black: he had 
an open, intelligent look. 

“You’re my brother Chang’s friend?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘That’s fine. You can go, Van Hue.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said Van Hue. 

‘Here, take this bird with you.’ 

‘No thanks.’ He shook my hand and left. 

Cuic-Cuic led me along: there was a pig that walked in 
front of him. He followed this pig very carefully. ‘Take great 
care, Papillon. Put a foot wrong, make the slightest mistake, 
and you’re in the mud. If there’s an accident, one can’t help 
the other, because that would only mean two instead of one 
being sucked down. The way across is never the same, because 
the mud shifts; but the pig always finds a path. Only once did 
I ever have to wait two days before I could get over.’ 

And indeed the black pig sniffed the mud and paced swiftly 
out on to it. The Chinese spoke to the pig in his own language. 
I followed, quite taken aback at the sight of this little creature 
obeying him like a dog. Cuic-Cuic watched closely, and I 
stared, fascinated. The pig crossed to the other side without 
ever sinking in more than a few inches. My new friend hurried 
after the pig, saying ‘Tread in my footsteps. We’ve got to 
move quick, because the pig’s tracks will fade at once.’ We 
crossed without any difficulty. The mud never came up higher 
than my calves; and that was only towards the end. 

The pig had made two long detours, and this forced us to 
walk over the crusted mud for more than two hundred yards. 
Sweat poured off me. I can’t say I was just frightened: I 
was absolutely terrified. During the first part of the crossing I 
wondered whether it was my fate to die as Sylvain had died. 
I could see him again, poor chap, in his last moments: and 
although I was as wide awake as possible and although I could 
see his body all right, his face seemed to have my features. 
How that crossing put me through the mangle! I won’t forget 
it in a hurry. 

‘Give me your hand.’ And the little skin-and-bone Cuic-Cuic 
helped me climb up on to the bank. 

“Well, mate, the trackers aren’t likely to come for us here!’ 

‘Oh, as far as that’s concerned you can rest easy.’ 
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We made our way into the little island. The smell of charcoal 
gas caught my throat. I coughed. It was the two smoking 
mounds. There was no danger of my being eaten alive by 
mosquitoes here. Down-wind, with the smoke all round it, 
there was a hut, its roof and walls made of plaited fronds — a 
carbet. It had a door, and in front of this door stood the little 
Indo-Chinese I’d seen before we met Cuic-Cuic. 

‘Good afternoon, Mouché.’ 

‘Talk to him in French, not pidgin,’ said Cuic-Cuic. ‘He’s 
a friend of my brother’s.’ 

The Chink, a half-portion of a man, inspected me from head 
to foot. Satisfied with his examination, he held out his hand, 
his gap-toothed mouth spread in a smile. ‘Come in and sit 
down.’ 

This single room, this kitchen, was clean. There was some- 
thing cooking over the fire in a big pot. Only one bed: it was 
made of branches, and it stood at least three feet from the 
ground. 

‘Help me to make a place for him to sleep tonight.’ 

‘Yes, Cuic-Cuic.’ 

In less than half an hour there was my bunk. The two 
Chinese laid the table and we ate some splendid soup, then 
white rice and meat cooked with onions. 

This chap, Cuic-Cuic’s friend, was the one who sold the 
charcoal. He didn’t live on the island and so at nightfall Cuic- 
Cuic and I were alone together. 

“Yes, I stole all the commanding officer’s ducks, and that’s 
why I’m on the run.’ 

We were sitting one on each side of the little fire, and from 
time to time the flames lit up our faces. We looked hard at 
one another; and each, talking about himself, tried to find out 
what the other was like. 

There was almost no yellow in Cuic-Cuic’s face: the sun 
had turned it nearly copper coloured. His very slanting bright 
black eyes looked me straight in the face when he spoke. He 
smoked long cigars he rolled himself, using black leaf. I went 
on smoking cigarettes, making them with the rice-paper the 
one-armed man had given me. 

‘So I made a break, seeing the chief, the ducks’ owner, 
meant to kill me. That was three months ago. The worst of it 
is, ’'ve gambled away not only the money for the ducks but 
everything from the two charcoal kilns.’ 
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‘Where do you play?’ 

‘In the bush. The Chinese from the Inini camp and the 
discharged prisoners from Cascade get together every 
night.’ 

“You’ve made up your mind to get away by sea?’ 

‘That’s the one thing I aim at; and by selling charcoal I 
thought I’d be able to buy a boat and then find a man who 
knew how to sail it and who'd like to go off with me. But in 
three weeks’ time there’]l be more charcoal to sell and then 
we'll buy a boat and set off in it, since you understand the 
sea.’ 

‘I’ve got monev, Cuic-Cuic. We don’t have to wait for the 
charcoal to buy a boat.’ 

‘That’s fine, then. There’s a good boat for sale at one thou- 
sand five hundred francs. It’s a Negro, a wood-cutter, who’s 
selling it.’ 

“You’ve seen it, then?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Well, I’d like to see it too.’ 

‘Tomorrow Ill go and see Chocolate, as I call him. Tell 
me about your break, Papillon, will you? I thought it was 
impossible to escape from Devil’s Island. Why didn’t my 
brother Chang come with you?’ I told him all about the break, 
the wave called Lisette, and Sylvain’s death. ‘I can see Chang 
didn’t want to go with you. It was terribly risky. You have 
luck on your side, that’s the only reason you’ve reached here 
alive. I’m glad of it.’ 

Cuic-Cuic and I talked for more than three hours. We turned 
in early, because he wanted to go and see Chocolate at day- 
break. We put a big log on the fire to keep it in all night and 
went to bed. The smoke caught my throat and made me cough, 
but there was the advantage that not a single mosquito came 
in. 

Lying there on my pallet with a good warm blanket over 
me, I closed my eyes. But I could not go to sleep. I was too 
excited. Yes, the break was going well. If the boat was good, 
I’d be at sea in under a week. Cuic-Cuic was a small, lean 
type, but he must have uncommon strength and great powers 
of resistance. He was certainly dead straight with his friends, 
but he would be very cruel to his enemies, for sure. It is 
difficult to make out an Asiatic face — it gives nothing away: 
but his eyes spoke in his favour. 
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I dropped off and I dreamt of a sunlit sea with my boat 
tearing happily through the waves on its way to freedom. 

‘Would you like coffee or tea?’ 

“What do you drink?’ 

‘Tea.’ 

‘Give me tea, then.’ 

Dawn was just beginning to break: the fire had kept in 
overnight and water was boiling in a pot. There was the cheer- 
ful sound of a cock crowing. No other bird-cries anywhere 
near us: no doubt the smoke of the charcoal heaps kept them 
away. The black pig was lying on Cuic-Cuic’s bed. It went 
on sleeping, which seemed to me to show idleness. Dampers 
made of rice flour were cooking in the ashes. When he’d given 
me some sugared tea, my mate cut a damper in two, spread 
it with margarine and gave it to me. We made a huge breakfast. 
I ate three well-cooked dampers. 

‘I'm off: come a little way with me. If anyone calls or 
whistles, don’t you answer. You’re in no danger — it’s imposs- 
ible for anyone to reach this place. But if you show yourself 
on the bank you might get shot.’ 

His master called him and the pig got out of bed. It ate and 
drank. Then it walked out, with us following. It went straight 
towards the mud. Some way from the place we landed the day 
before, it went down. It paced out for about ten yards and then 
turned back. It didn’t like the mud there. It tried three times 
and then it found the right crossing. At once Cuic-Cuic hurried 
without any hesitation over to the mainland. 

He didn’t intend to come back until the evening. He’d put 
the soup on the fire and I ate it by myself. Then I found eight 
eggs in the hen-run and made a little omelette with three of 
them, using margarine. The wind had changed and the smoke 
from the heap opposite the hut drove away to one side. In the 
afternoon I lay there, sheltering comfortably from the rain on 
my bed of branches, and the charcoal gas did not worry me 
at all. 

During the morning I walked about all over the island. There 
was quite a big clearing near the middle. The fallen trees and 
the piles of logs showed that this was where Cuic-Cuic got 
the wood for his mounds. I also found a pit of white clay 
where he must certainly take the earth he needed to cover the 
heaps and prevent them from burning away. The hens pecked 
about in the clearing. A huge rat darted away from under my 
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feet, and a few yards farther on I found a dead snake nearly 
six feet long. The rat must just have killed it. 

I made a whole series of discoveries during this day alone 
on the island. For instance, I found a family of ant-eaters. The 
mother and three little ones. They were in the middle of a 
huge ant-hill, with ants milling about in every direction. And 
then there were a dozen very small monkeys, leaping from 
tree to tree in the clearing. They were marmosets, and when 
I appeared they uttered heart-breaking cries. 

Cuic-Cuic came back that evening. ‘I didn’t see Chocolate 
or his boat, either. He must have gone to get stores at Cascade, 
the little village where his house is. Did you have enough to 
eat?’ 

“Yes.” 

“Would you like some more?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘I’ve brought you two packets of ration tobacco. That’s all 
there was.’ 

‘Thanks. It doesn’t matter. When Chocolate goes to the 
village, how long does he stay?’ 

‘Two or three days: but still I'l] go tomorrow and every day 
after that, because I don’t know when he left.’ 

The next day the rain came pouring down in torrents. That 
did not prevent Cuic-Cuic from setting off completely naked, 
with his clothes under his arm wrapped in a piece of oilskin. 
I didn’t go with him. ‘It’s not worth your getting wet too,’ he 
said. 

The rain stopped. From the sun I could see it was between 
ten and eleven o’clock. One of the two heaps, the farther one, 
had caved in under the enormous downpour. I went over to 
have a look at it. The rain had not put the fire out altogether. 
Smoke was still rising from the shapeless mound. All at once 
I rubbed my eyes and stared again — I could hardly believe 
what I had just seen. Five shoes protruding from the charcoal. 
I realized at once that these shoes, upright on their heels, each 
had a foot and a leg in it. So there were three men cooking 
away in the heap. I don’t have to spell out my first reaction. 
Chancing on a thing like that sends a shiver right down your 
back. I bent over, and kicking the half charred wood aside I 
found the sixth shoe. 

That Cuic-Cuic is a fast worker: as soon as he does any 
characters in, he reduces them to ashes by wholesale. It was 
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so striking that to begin with I walked away from the heap 
and into the clearing. I needed the warmth of the sun. Yes, 
suddenly, in that stifling temperature, I felt cold through and 
through and I had to have the tropical sun to warm me. 

Reading this, you may think it unnatural; you may think I 
ought to have been in a muck-sweat after making a discovery 
like that. Well, no: I was utterly chilled, frozen spiritually and 
physically. It was not until long after, almost an hour, that the 
sweat started pouring down my face, because the more I 
thought about it the more it seemed a miracle to me that I was 
still alive, seeing I’d told him I had a lot of money in my 
charger. Or was he maybe reserving me for the bottom of a 
third mound? 

I remembered how his brother Chang had told me Cuic-Cuic 
had been convicted of piracy and raurder aboard a junk. When 
they attacked a vessel with the idea of robbing it they wiped 
out the whole family — always on so-called political grounds, 
of course. So these were characters who were already quite 
used to wholesale killings. And then again, I was a prisoner 
here. I was in a queer sort of a position, all right. 

Let’s get things straight. If I kill Cuic-Cuic here on the 
island and stuff him into the heap in his turn, nobody’s any 
the wiser. But the pig won’t obey me: not so much as a word 
of French does this fool of a tame pig understand. So there’s 
no way of getting off the island. If I turn a gun on him, the 
Chink will obey me: but then, having got off the island, I'll 
be forced to kill him on the other side. If I throw him into the 
mud, he’I] vanish: but there must be some reason why he burns 
these types rather than tosses them over the bank, which would 
be so much easier. As far as the screws are concerned, I don’t 
give a hoot in hell, but if his Chinese friends find out I’ve 
killed him, they’1l turn man-hunters, and with their knowledge 
of the bush it wouldn’t be any sort of fun having them after 
me. Cuic-Cuic’s only got a single-barrelled muzzle-loader. He 
never lets go of it, not even when he’s cooking. He sleeps 
with it and he even carries it with him when he leaves the hut 
to relieve himself. I must keep my knife open all the time of 
course: but even so, I have to sleep sometimes. Well, I did 
make a splendid choice of a companion to escape with, didn’t 
I? 

I couldn’t eat all day. And I’d still not made up my mind 
when I heard somebody singing. It was Cuic-Cuic coming 
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back. Hidden behind the leaves I watched him. He had a bundle 
balanced on his head, and when he was very close to the bank 
I showed myself. With a smile he handed me a parcel wrapped 
up in a flour sack, climbed up beside me and hurried towards 
the hut. I followed him. 

‘Good news, Papillon: Chocolate’s back. He still has the 
boat. He says it'll carry more than half a ton without sinking. 
The things you’re carrying are flour sacks to make a mainsail 
and a jib. This is the first bundle. Tomorrow we’ll bring the 
rest, because you'll come with me and see whether you like 
the boat.’ Cuic-Cuic said all this without turning round. We 
were walking in a line. The pig first, then him and then me. 
It occurred to me ‘hat it didn’t look as though he was planning 
to stuff me into the charcoal, seeing that he was going to take 
me to see the boat tomorrow and since he was already begin- 
ning to spend money on the escape — he’d bought these flour 
sacks. ‘Why, a heap has caved in. The rain, I dare say. It 
doesn’t surprise me, all this bleeding wet.’ 

He didn’t even turn aside to go and look at the heap but 
went straight into the hut. I couldn’t tell what to say, or what 
decision to make. Pretending not to have seen anything 
wouldn’t wash. It would seem unnatural never to have stepped 
over to the charcoal mound, a mere twenty-five yards from 
the hut, all day long. 

‘You let the fire go out?’ 

‘Yes. I didn’t notice.’ 

‘But you haven’t had anything to eat?’ 

‘No. I wasn’t hungry.’ 

‘Are you sick?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Then why didn’t you eat the soup?’ 

‘Cuic-Cuic, sit down. I’ve got to talk to you.’ 

‘Let me just light the fire first.’ 

‘No. I want to talk to you right away, while it’s still 
daylight.’ 

“What’s the matter?’ 

‘Those three men in the charcoal heap — now it’s fallen in 
they show. Tell me about it, will you?’ 

‘Oh, that’s why you were so upset!’ And quite unmoved he 
looked me straight in the eye. ‘After you’d seen that, you were 
uneasy in your mind. I understand you perfectly well; it’s 
natural enough. Indeed, it was lucky for me you didn’t knife 
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me from behind. Listen, Papillon, those three men were 
trackers. Now a week ago, or rather ten days to be exact, I 
sold Chocolate a fair amount of charcoal. The Chinese you saw 
helped me get the sacks off the island. It’s a tricky business: we 
have two hundred yards of rope or more and we slide a little 
train of sacks over the mud. I’ll keep it short. Between here 
and the little channel where Chocolate’s canoe was lying, we 
left a good many traces. Some worn old sacks had leaked 
charcoal. That was when the first tracker started hanging about. 
I could tell from the noises the animals made that there was 
someone in the bush. I saw the character without him seeing 
me. It wasn’t difficult to cross over, make a half circle and 
come up behind him unawares. He died without ever seeing 
who killed him. As I’d noticed that some days after a body 
has sunk into the mud it comes up again, I carried him here 
and put him into the charcoal.’ 

‘And what about the other two?’ 

‘That was three days before you came. The night was very 
dark and silent, which is uncommon here in the bush. These 
two had been moving round the rnarsh since nightfall. When 
the smoke drifted towards him, one of them coughed from 
time to time. That was how I knew they were there. Before 
dawn I risked a crossing on the far side from where I had 
pinpointed the cough. As for the first tracker, to keep things 
short, I just cut his throat. He didn’t even have time to scream. 
The other one, who had a gun, was stupid enough to let me 
see him — he was too taken up with staring into the bush on 
the island, trying to see what was happening over there. I shot 
him, and then seeing he wasn’t dead I slid my knife into his 
heart. There, Papillon, that’s the story of the three stiffs you 
found in the charcoal. Two were Arabs and one was French. 
It was very tricky getting over the mud with a corpse on my 
shoulder. They were heavy, and I had to make two journeys. 
In the end I managed to get them all into the mound.’ 

‘And that’s really how it happened?’ 

“Yes, Papillon, I swear that’s exactly how it was.’ 

“Why didn’t you chuck them into the mud?’ 

‘As I just told you, the mud throws up corpses. Sometimes 
big deer fall in and then a week later they come to the surface 
again. They stink until the vultures have eaten them. It takes 
quite a while, and the vultures flying about and making a noise 
brings people to look. I swear to you, Papillon, you’ ve nothing 
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to be afraid of with me. Listen, take the gun, if that would 
make you any happier.’ 

I had a wild desire to accept but I fought it down, and as 
naturally as I could I said, ‘No, Cuic-Cuic. I’m here because 
I feel I’m with a friend — perfectly safe. But you'll have to 
burn the trackers again tomorrow, because who can tell what’1] 
happen when we leave this place? I don’t want anyone to 
accuse me of three murders, even if I’m not here.’ 

‘OK, Ill burn them again tomorrow. But don’t you worry, 
no one will ever set foot on this island. It’s impossible to get 
over without sinking in the mud.’ 

‘And what if they use a rubber dinghy?’ 

‘I hadn’t thought of that.’ 

‘If someone brought the gendarmes here and they took it 
into their heads to cross to the island, believe me they’d cross 
with a rubber dinghy all right. And that’s why we must get 
out as soon as we possibly can.’ 

‘Right. Tomorrow we’ll light the mound again — in any case 
it’s not gone right out. All we have to do is to make two holes 
for the air.’ 

‘Good-night, Cuic-Cuic.’ 

‘Good-night, Papillon. And I say again, sleep well — you 
can trust me.’ 

With the blanket pulled up to my chin, I luxuriated in its 
warmth. I lit a cigarette. Not ten minutes later, Cuic-Cuic was 
snoring. And there was the heavy breathing of his pig, lying 
there next to him. There were no more flames, but the tree- 
trunk on the hearth glowed red every time the breeze wafted 
into the hut, and this glow gave me a feeling of peace and 
calmness. I delighted in this comfort and I dropped off think- 
ing. ‘Either I wake up tomorrow, and in that case everything 
will be fine between Cuic-Cuic and me; or else the Chinese 
is a better actor than Sacha Guitry, a marvel at hiding what 
he means to do and at telling tales, and in that case I shall 
never see the sun again, because I know too much — I might 
be dangerous to him.’ 

The specialist in mass-murder woke me, a mug of coffee 
in his hand; and as though nothing had happened he wished 
me good morning with a wonderfully cordial smile. Dawn had 
broken. ‘Here, drink your coffee and have a damper - it’s 
already spread.’ 
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When I’d eaten and drunk I washed outside, taking water 
from a barrel that was always full. 

‘Will you give me a hand, Papillon?’ 

‘Yes,’ I said, without asking what he wanted me to do. 

We pulled the half burnt corpses out by their feet. I didn’t 
say anything, but I noticed that all three of them had had 
their bellies opened: the kindly Chinese must have ruammaged 
through their guts to see whether they had chargers. Were they 
in fact trackers? Man hunters? Why might not they have been 
after butterflies or game? Had he killed them to protect himself 
or to rob them? Enough of that. They were back in a hole in 
the mound, well covered with wood and clay. We opened two 
passages for the air and the heap went back to its two jobs — 
making charcoal and turning the three stiffs into cinders. 

‘Let’s go, Papillon.’ 

The little pig quickly found a crossing. Hurrying along one 
after the other we passed over the mud. I could not overcome 
my dread at the moment of setting out upon it. Sylvain’s end 
had made such an appalling impression on me that I could not 
set foot on the marsh with an easy mind. At last, the cold sweat 
running off me, I darted after Cuic-Cuic. I walked carefully in 
his footsteps. There was no reason why I should sink: if he 
got over, I could get over. 

Rather more than two hours of walking brought us to the 
place where Chocolate was cutting wood. We’d met nobody 
in the bush and so we’d never had to hide. 

‘Good-day, Mouché.’ 

‘Good-day, Cuic-Cuic.’ 

‘OK?’ 

‘Fine. How are you?’ 

‘Show my friend the boat.’ 

It was a very strong-built boat, something like a lighter. It 
was very heavy, but it was solid. [ dug my knife in all over 
it: nowhere did the point go in more than a quarter of an inch. 
The planking was sound, too. It had been made of the very 
best quality wood. 

“What are you asking for it?’ 

‘Two thousand five hundred francs.’ 

‘lll give you two thousand.’ It was a deal. ‘This boat has 
no keel. I'll give you an extra five hundred francs, but you’ ve 
got to fix a keel, a rudder and a mast. Hardwood keel and 
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rudder. The mast, ten foot of light whippy wood. When will 
it be ready?’ 

‘In a week.’ 

‘Here are two thousand franc notes and one five hundred. 
I’m going to cut them in two and I’ll give you the other half 
on delivery. You keep these three halves. Right?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘I want some permanganate, a keg of water, cigarettes and 
matches, stores for four men for a month — flour, oil, coffee 
and sugar — I’1l pay for them separately. You must hand every- 
thing over to me on the river, on the Kourou.’ 

‘Mouché, I can’t take you down to the mouth of the river.’ 

‘I never asked you to. All I said was to deliver the boat on 
the river and nor in this creek.’ 

‘Here are the flour sacks, some rope, needles and sail thread.’ 

Cuic-Cuic and I went back to our hide-out. We got there 
without any trouble before nightfall. On the way back he 
carried the pig cn his shoulders, because it was tired. 

The next day I was alone, busy sewing the sail, when I 
heard shouts. I went towards the mud, hiding behind the trees, 
and looked over to the opposite bank: Cuic-Cuic and the 
Chinese intellectual were arguing and waving their arms. It 
seemed to me that the intellectual wanted to cross to the island 
and Cuic-Cuic was against it. Each had a machete in his hand. 
The one-armed man was the more excited of the two. Christ, 
he mustn’t kill Cuic-Cuic on me! I decided to show myself. I 
whistled. They turned towards me. 

“What’s up, Cuic-Cuic?’ 

‘I want to talk to you, Papillon,’ shouted the other. ‘Cuic- 
Cuic won’t let me across.’ 

After another ten minutes of argument in Chinese the pig 
walked in front of them and they both came over to the island. 
We sat in the hut with mugs of tea in our hands, and I waited 
until they shoulcl make up their minds to speak. 

‘Well,’ said Cuic-Cuic, ‘this is what it’s all about: he wants 
to come on the break with us, cost what it may. I keep telling 
him it’s not for me to make any decision — you’re the one 
who pays and who gives all the orders. He won’t believe me.’ 

‘Papillon,’ said the other, ‘Cuic-Cuic just has to take me 
with him.’ 

“How come?’ 

‘Because two years ago he cut off my arm in a fight over 
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a card-game. He made me swear not to kill him. I swore on 
one condition — he’d got to feed me all my life long, or at 
least whenever I insisted upon it. Now if he goes off, Il] never 
see him again as long as I live. That’s why he’s either got to 
let you go alone or he’s got to take me with him.’ 

‘Well, for God’s sake! Now I really have seen everything. 
Listen, I’m quite willing to take you. It’s a big, solid boat, 
and we could take more if we wanted. If Cuic-Cuic agrees, 
you can come.’ 

‘Thanks,’ said the one-armed man. 

“What do you say, Cuic-Cuic?’ 

‘Fine, if you want it that way.’ 

‘There’s one important thing. Can you get out of the camp 
without being reported missing and reach the river before 
night? Will they think you’ve escaped and send out a search- 
party?’ 

‘No difficulty there at all. ’'m allowed out at three in the 
afternoon, and I can get to the river bank in under two hours.’ 

“Cuic-Cuic, would you be able to find the place in the dark, 
for us to take your friend aboard, losing no time?’ 

‘Oh, no sort of doubt about it at all.’ 

‘Come here in a week’s time and I’ll tell you what day we 
leave.’ 

Delighted, the one-armed man shook my hand and went 
away. I watched them as they saicl good-bye to one another 
on the far bank — they shook hands before separating. So that 
was all right. When Cuic-Cuic was back in the hut I said, 
‘That was a quaint sort of agreement you made with your 
enemy, feeding him for the rest of his life. I’ve never heard 
of such a thing. What did you cut his arm off for?’ 

‘It was in a fight about cards.’ 

‘It would have been better to have killed him.’ 

‘No, because he’s a very good friend of mine. When I was 
brought up in front of the court-martial because of the squab- 
ble, he stood up for me right through — he said he’d attacked 
me and I’d only acted in self-defence. I accepted the agreement 
of my own free will and I must never let him down in any 
way. The only thing is I didn’t like to mention it to you because 
you’re the one that’s paying for this whole break.’ 

‘OK, Cuic-Cuic, let’s not talk about that any more. Once 
we’re free, God willing, it'll be up to you to do what you 
think’s right.’ 
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‘lll keep my word.’ 

“What do you reckon you’ll do, supposing we do get free 
one of these days?’ 

‘A restaurant. I’m a very good cook and he’s a specialist 
in chow mein.’ 

This whole business put me in a good temper. It was so 
funny from beginning to end that I couldn’t help teasing Cuic- 
Cuic about it from time to time. 

Chocolate kept his promise: in five days everything was 
ready. We went through a driving rain storm to look at the 
boat. All in order. The mast, rudder and keel had been fitted 
extremely Well, and they were made of the finest wood. The 
boat was waiting for us with its water-barrel and the stores in 
a backwater. Al. that was needed now was to let Van Hue 
know. Chocolate said he would go to the camp and tell him. 
So that we shouldn’t have to run the risk of coming in to the 
side to pick him up, Chocolate would take him directly to the 
hide-out. 

The mouth of the Kourou river was marked by two lights. 
If it was raining we could run out right in the middle of the 
stream without any risk — the sails furled, of course, so as not 
to be picked up. Chocolate gave us some black paint and a 
brush. We were to paint a big K on the mainsail and the 
number 21. K21 was the registration number of a fishing-boat 
that sometimes went out at night. If we were seen hoisting the 
sail as we put out to sea, they would take us for the other 
boat. 

It was for tomorrow evening at seven, an hour after nightfall. 
Cuic-Cuic assured me he had found a path that would take us 
to the hiding-place for sure. We’d leave the island at five so 
as to have an hour’s daylight to walk in. 

We were in very high spirits as we went back to the hut. 
Cuic-Cuic walked along in front of me, carrying the pig on 
his shoulder, and he never stopped talking. ‘At last ’'m going 
to get clear of prison,’ he said, without turning round. ‘It’s 
thanks to you and my brother Chang. Maybe one day, when 
the French have left Indo-China, Ill be able to get back to 
my own country.’ 

In short, he believed in me; and the knowledge that I liked 
the boat made him as happy as a sandboy. I slept on the island 
for the last time -- my last night, I hoped, on the soil of Guiana. 

If I could get away from the river and out into the open 
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sea, it was certain freedom. Shipwreck was the only danger; 
for now that the war was on no country handed back escaping 
fugitives. In that respect at least, the war had been of some 
use to us. If the French caught us, we were condemned to 
death, true enough: but they had to catch us first. I thought of 
Sylvain: if he hadn’t made that mistake he’d have been here by 
my side now. I dropped off, composing this cable: ‘Monsieur 
Pradel, public prosecutor: at last I have conquered. I have left 
the sewer you flung me into, left it for ever. It has taken me 
nine years.’ 

The sun was quite high by the time Cuic-Cuic woke me up. 
Tea and dampers. There were boxes all over the place. I caught 
sight of two wickerwork cages. ‘What are you going to do 
with them?’ 

‘They’re for the hens, so we can eat them on the voyage.’ 

“You’re crazy, Cuic-Cuic! We can’t take the hens.’ 

‘But I’m going to take them, though.’ 

‘Are you out of your mind? What if the ebb only takes us 
out round about daybreak and the cocks and hens start cackling 
out there on the river — don’t you see the danger?’ 

‘Me no leave hens.’ 

‘Cook them then, and put them up in their own fat and some 
oil. They’l] keep, and we’ll eat them during the first three 
days.’ 

Persuaded at last, Cuic-Cuic werit out to fetch the hens; but 
the noise of the first four made the others smell a rat, because 
he was never able to catch the rest — they all vanished into 
the bush and hid. I can’t tell how they had foreseen the danger, 
but they had — mystery of nature! 

Loaded like pack-horses we crossed the mud behind the pig. 
Cuic-Cuic had begged me to take it with us. 

‘Can you give me your word the creature won’t make a 
noise?’ 

‘I promise you he won’t. When I give the word he is quite 
silent. Two or three times we’ve been hunted by a jaguar — 
the jaguar circling round to take us unawares — and he’s not 
made a sound. And yet every bristle on his body was on end.’ 

I was sure that Cuic-Cuic was telling the truth, so I agreed 
to take his beloved swine aboard. It was dark, by the time we 
reached the hiding-place. Chocolate was there with Van Hue. 
I checked everything with a couple of electric torches. There 
was nothing missing: the parrels of the sail were already 
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shipped and the jib was in its place, ready to be set. I showed 
Cuic-Cuic how to hoist it and he went through the motions 
two or three times. He quickly grasped what I wanted of him. 
The Negro had behaved wonderfully; I paid him: he was such 
a simple-minded creature that he had brought gummed paper 
and the other halves of the notes — he asked me to stick them 
together for him. Never for a moment had it occurred to him 
that I might take the money back. When people don’t think 
evil of others, it means they’re decent and straightforward 
themselves. Chocolate was a fine man, honest and direct. He’d 
seen how the convicts were treated, and he had no sort of 
hesitation in helping three of them escape from that hell. 
‘Good-bye, Chocolate. Good luck to you and your family.’ 
‘Thank you very much.’ 
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Eleventh Exercise-Book 
Farewell to Penal 


The Break with the Chinese 


I got in last: Chocolate shoved us off and the boat moved out 
into the stream. No paddles, but two good oars: Cuic worked 
one in the bows and I worked the other. In less than two hours 
we reached the main river. 

It had been raining for the last hour and more. A painted 
flour sack was my oilskin, and Cuic-Cuic and Van Hue each 
had one too. The Kourou was running fast, and it was full of 
eddies, but in spite of the current we were in the middle of 
the stream within an hour. Three hours later, with the ebb-tide 
carrying us, we passed between the two lights. I knew the sea 
was near at hand, because they stood on the farthest points of 
the estuary. With our jib and mainsail set, we ran out of the 
Kourou without the slightest hitch. The wind took us on the 
beam with such force that I was obliged to pay the sheet right 
out. We ran abruptly into the sea, racing through the narrow 
strait: rapidly the shore dropped away behind us. Twenty-five 
miles ahead, the lighthouse on Royale gave us our position. 
Thirteen days ago I was behind that light, on Devil’s Island. 
My two Chinese companions did not burst out into cries of 
delight at this clean break with the mainland, at getting out to 
sea in the darkness. The Orientals do not express their feelings 
in the same way that we do. Speaking in an ordinary voice, 
once we were well out, Cuic-Cuic merely observed, ‘We man- 
aged that very well,’ and that was all. 

Van Hue added, ‘Yes: we got cut to sea without anything 
going wrong.’ 

‘Cuic-Cuic, I want a drink. Pass me a little tafia.” They 
poured some out for me and then they knocked back a stiff 
tot themselves. 

I'd set off without a compass, but my first break had taught 
me how to navigate by the sun, the moon, the stars and the 
wind, so without hesitation I brought the mast to bear on the 
North Star and headed straight out to sea. The boat handled 
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well: it rose easily to the swell and scarcely rolled at all. The 
wind was very strong, and by the morning we were a great 
distance from the coast and from the Iles du Salut. If it hadn’t 
been too dangerous I should have run in towards Devil’s Island 
to have a good stare at it as I sailed by, sitting there at my 
ease. 

Now for six days we had had a heavy swell, but no rain 
and no violent wind. The stiff breeze had carried us westward 
at a fair speed. Cuic-Cuic and Hue were excellent shipmates. 
They never complained either of the rough sea, or of the sun, 
or of the cold at night. There was only one thing — neither 
would lay a finger on the tiller or take over the boat for a few 
hours so that I could sleep. They produced something to eat 
three or four times a day. All the hens and the cocks made 
their way into the pot. Yesterday, by way of a joke, I said to 
Cuic-Cuic, ‘When are we going to eat the pig?’ 

He took it terribly to heart. ‘That creature is my friend, and 
before anyone kills him he’I] have to kill me first.’ 

My companions took great care of me. They gave up smok- 
ing so that I should have as much tobacco as I wanted. There 
was hot tea ready all the time. They did everything without 
having to be told. 

We had been gone a week. I was at the end of my tether. 
The sun was beating down with such strength that even my 
Chinks were done an elegant brown. I just had to sleep. I 
lashed the tiller and left the boat with the merest scrap of sail 
— it could go wherever the wind took it. I slept like one of the 
dead for four hours. 

A harder thump than usual started me violently out of my 
sleep. When I dipped my face into the water I had the pleasant 
surprise of finding that Cuic-Cuic had shaved me while I was 
asleep — I’d felt nothing. He’d also put oil on my face. 

Since yesterday evening I’d been steering west by south, 
because it seemed to me I’d made too much northing. This 
heavy boat not cnly held the sea well, but it also made little 
leeway. That was why I thought I’d got too far to the north, 
seeing that I’d reckoned on a good deal of drift when maybe 
there had been a:most none. God above, an airship! This was 
the first time in my life I’d ever seen one. It didn’t look as 
though it was coming towards us and it was too far off to be 
able to tell how big it was. Its aluminium-coloured sides sent 
back the sun with such a silvery brilliance that you couldn’t 
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look at it for long. Now it had changed direction and it looked 
as though it was steering for us. Yes: it grew larger and larger 
and in less than twenty minutes it was over our heads. Cuic- 
Cuic and Hue were so astonished at the spectacle that they 
never stopped jabbering in Chinese. 

‘For Christ’s sake, talk French, so I can understand you.’ 

‘English sausage,’ said Cuic-Cuic. 

‘No, it’s not exactly a sausage: it’s an airship.’ 

The huge contraption was so low now that we could see 
every detail: it kept turning above us in narrow circles. Flags 
came out and made signals. We couldn’t understand, so we 
couldn’t reply. The airship went on signalling, coming even 
closer — so close we could see the people in the cabin. Then 
it went straight off in the direction of the land. Less than an 
hour later an aeroplane appeared and passed over us several 
times. 

The swell had increased and quite suddenly the wind had 
strengthened. The horizon was clear all round, so there was 
no danger of rain. 

‘Look,’ said the one-armed man. 

“Where?’ 

‘That black speck over there where the land should be. That 
speck is a ship.’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

‘I’m sure of it: and I'll go so far as to say it’s a fast 
destroyer.’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because it’s making no smoke.’ 

And indeed after a long hour we could very clearly see a 
grey man-of-war apparently coming straight for us. It grew 
bigger and bigger, which meant it was coming at an enormous 
speed, and its bows were pointing directly at us — so much so 
that I was afraid it would shave us too close. That would be 
dangerous, because with the heavy seas running across its 
wake it might sink us. 

It began a turn, showing us its side, and we saw its name, 
the Tarpon. The destroyer, with the English flag at its bows, 
finished its turn and came gently towards us, stern first. It 
moved alongside, keeping to the same speed as us. Most of 
the crew were on deck, dressed in the blue of the Royal Navy. 
On the bridge an officer in white with a loudspeaker hailed 
us in English, ‘Heave to. Heave tc at once.’ 
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‘Lower the sails, Cuic-Cuic.’ 

In under two minutes mainsail, foresail and jib were down. 
With the sails furied we hardly moved at all, except that the 
waves kept heaving us sideways. I could not stay long in this 
position without danger: a boat with no motion of its own, 
either from sails or motor, doesn’t obey the helm. It’s very 
dangerous when the sea is high. Putting my hand up to my 
mouth I shouted. ‘Do you speak French, Captain?’ Another 
officer took the loud-hailer. “Yes, Captain, I understand 
French.’ 

‘What do you want with us?’ 

“We want to hoist your boat aboard.’ 

‘No, it’s too risky: I don’t want my boat smashed up.’ 

“We are a mar-of-war on patrol. You just have to obey.’ 

‘I don’t give a damn: the war’s nothing to do with us.’ 

‘Aren’t you survivors from a torpedoed ship?’ 

‘No, we’ve escaped from the French bagne.’ 

“What’s a bagne? What do you mean, with your bagne?’ 

‘Prison, gaol. In English convict. Hard labour.’ 

‘Oh, yes. I understand. Cayenne?’ 

“Yes, Cayenne.’ 

“Where are you going?’ 

‘British Honduras.’ 

‘That’s impossible. You must steer by west and go to 
Georgetown. That’s an order.’ 

‘OK.’ I told Cuic-Cuic to haul up the sails and we set off 
in the direction given by the destroyer. 

We heard the noise of a motor behind us: it was a boat from 
the man-of-war and it very soon overtook us. There was a 
sailor with a rifle slung over his shoulder standing in the bows. 
The boat came up on our starboard side, just shaving us, neither 
stopping nor asking us to stop. With one step the sailor came 
aboard: the boat went on and turned to rejoin the destroyer. 

‘Good afternoon,’ said the sailor. He came and sat down at 
my side. Then he took the tiller and steered rather more south 
than I had been going. I gave the steering over to him, watching 
how he did it. He knew how to handle a boat, there was no 
sort of doubt about that. In spite of it all I stayed where I was. 
You never know. 

‘Cigarettes?’ He took out three packets of English cigarettes 
and gave us one each. 

‘God above,’ said Cuic-Cuic, ‘they must have given him 
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these the moment he got into the boat: he certainly wouldn’t 
have been walking about with three packets on him.’ 

I laughed at Cuic-Cuic’s remark and then went back to 
watching the English sailor, who was better at managing a boat 
than I was. [had plenty of time for reflection. This time the break 
had succeeded for good and all. I was free, free. A warmth 
flooded up from my heart and indeed I believe my eyes filled 
with tears. It was true: here I was, free for ever, because now 
the war was on no country ever handed fugitives back. 

Before the war was over, I’d have time to make myself 
known and liked in any country where I happened to have 
settled. The only difficulty was that maybe the war would 
prevent me from choosing the country where I'd like to live. 
That didn’t matter at all: wherever I lived my conduct would 
soon win the authorities’ and the people’s trust and esteem. 
My behaviour must be and would be irreproachable. Even 
more: it would be exemplary. 

This feeling of security, of having at last overcome the way 
down the drain, was so great that I thought of nothing else. 
You’ve won at last, Papillon! After nine years you’ve come 
out on top. Thank you, Lord: You might have done it sooner, 
but Your ways are mysterious and I have no complaints, 
because thanks to Your help I’m still young and healthy, and 
I’m free. 

I was still reflecting upon the distance I’d come during these 
nine years of penal, plus the two served in France before — a 
total of eleven — when I looked where the sailor was pointing 
as he cried, ‘Land!’ 

At four in the afternoon, having passed an unlit lighthouse, 
we ran up an enormous river, the Demerara. The ship’s boat 
reappeared: the sailor handed back the tiller and went into the 
bows. He caught the tow-line thev threw and made it fast to 
the thwart. He lowered the sails himself, and gently towed by 
the boat we went about ten miles up the yellow river, with 
the destroyer following two hundred yards behind. A bend in 
the stream, and then a big town appeared. ‘Georgetown,’ said 
the English sailor. 

This was the capital of British Guiana, and the boat towed 
us slowly in. A great many merchant ships, launches and 
men-of-war. Guns in turrets, standing on the banks of the river. 
What with these and all the others aboard the naval vessels, 
it was a positive arsenal. 
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It was war time. The war had been going on for two years, 
but I had not really been conscious of it. Georgetown, the 
capital of British Guiana, was an important port on the Deme- 
rara river, and it was in the war up to its neck — involved a 
hundred per cent. I found it very queer indeed, this feeling 
of a town under arms. We had scarcely touched the naval 
landing-stage before our accompanying destroyer came 
smoothly in and moored beside us. We climbed up on to the 
wharf, Cuic-Cuic and his pig, Hue with a little bundle in his 
hand, and me without anything at all. No civilians at all at 
this Royal Navy landing-place: only soldiers and sailors. An 
officer I recognized came up. He was the one who’d talked to 
me in French from the bridge of the destroyer. Kindly he held 
out his hand and said, ‘Are you pretty fit?’ 

“Yes, Captain.’ 

‘Fine. Still, youll have to go to the infirmary and have some 
injections. And your two friends as well.’ 
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Twelfth Exercise-Book 
Georgetown 


Life in Georgetown 


In the afternoon, after they had given us several shots, we 
were transferred to the central police-station, a kind of head- 
quarters with hundreds of policemen continually going in and 
out. The chief of the Georgetown police, the authority directly 
responsible for public order in this considerable port, received 
us in his office right away. Around him there were English 
officers in khaki, impeccable in their shorts and white stock- 
ings. The colonel motioned us to sit down in front of him, and 
speaking excellent French he said, ‘Where were you coming 
from when you were picked up at sea?’ 

‘From the penal settlement in French Guiana.’ 

‘Please tell me exactly where you escaped from.’ 

‘I escaped from Devil’s Island. The others from the semi- 
political camp at Inini, near Kourou in French Guiana.’ 

“What was your sentence?’ 

‘Life: for manslaughter.’ 

‘And the Chinese?’ 

‘Manslaughter too.’ 

‘Their sentence?’ 

‘Life.’ 

“Your trade?’ 

‘Electrician.’ 

‘And theirs?’ 

‘Cooks.’ 

‘Are you for de Gaulle or Pétain?’ 

“We know nothing about that at all. We’re just men from 
prison trying to make ourselves a new life — to go straight and 
live free.’ 

“We’ll give you a cell that will be open day and night. We’ ll 
let you out when we’ve looked into your statements. You’ ve 
nothing to fear if you’ve told the truth. You must understand 
that we’re at war and that we have to take even more care 
than usual.’ 
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To cut it short, in a week’s time they set us free. We'd 
taken advantage of this spell in the police-station to get some 
decent clothes. At nine one morning there we were in the 
street, my two Chinamen and me, properly dressed and carry- 
ing identity-cards with our photographs on them. 

This was a town of two hundred and fifty thousand inhabi- 
tants, and it was almost entirely built of wood in the English 
way — ground floor masonry and the rest wood. The streets 
and avenues were stiff with people of every race, white, brown 
and black men, Indian, coolies, English and American sailors, 
Scandinavians. Our heads swam as we walked about in this 
multi-coloured crowd. We were filled with an overflowing 
happiness — our hearts were so full of it that it must have 
showed in our faces, even in Cuic-Cuic’s and Hue’s Chinese 
faces, because several people looked at us and smiled kindly. 

‘Where are we going?’ asked Cuic-Cuic. 

‘I’ve gota sort of address. A black policeman told me where 
two Frenchmen live, at Penitence Rivers.’ 

As I understood it, it was a district in which only Indians 
lived. I went up to a policeman in spotless white and showed 
him the address. Before answering he asked for our identity- 
cards. Proudly I showed them. “Thank you; that’s fine.’ Then 
he took the trouble to put us on to a tram, having spoken to 
the conductor. We left the middle of the town and after twenty 
minutes the conductor told us to get out. This must be the 
place. We questioned people in the street, saying ‘Frenchmen?’ 
A young fellow made signs for us to follow him and he led 
us straight to a little one-storeyed house. As soon as I went 
towards it three men came out with welcoming gestures. 

‘Can it be you, Papi? How in God’s name did you get here?’ 

‘It’s just not true!’ cried the oldest, the one with snow-white 
hair. ‘Come on in. This is my place. Are the Chinese with 
you?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Come in, all of you. You’re very welcome.’ 

The old convict was called Auguste Guittou: he was born 
and bred in Marseilles and he’d crossed in the 1933 convoy 
with me, aboard the Martiniére nine years before. After a 
break that ended badly his main sentence had been commuted, 
and he told me that it was as a ticket-of-leave man that he had 
escaped some three years back. Of the others, one was a charac- 
ter from .Arles called Petit-Louis; and the third came from 
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Toulon — his name was Julot. They too had gone off after they 
had served their time; but by law they should have stayed 
there in French Guiana for the same number of years as they 
had been sentenced to — ten and fifteen years. That second 
period was called the doublage. 

The house had four rooms, two for sleeping, one for cooking 
and eating in, and one that served as a workshop. They made 
shoes out of balata, a kind of natural rubber collected in the 
bush that could easily be worked and shaped with the help of 
hot water. The only drawback was that if it was exposed to 
the sun too long it melted, because the rubber was not vulcan- 
ized. They coped with that by putting strips of strong cloth 
between the layers of balata. 

We were welcomed nobly, for they too had suffered, and 
suffering makes men great-hearted: without a second thought 
Guittou took us into his house, fixing a bedroom for the three 
of us. The only point of doubt was Cuic-Cuic’s pig, but Cuic- 
Cuic said he was certain it would never make a mess in the 
house: it would go out all by itself whenever it needed to. 

Guittou said, ‘All right. We’ll see. Keep it with you for the 
time being.’ 

And for the time being we settled in with old army blankets 
on the floor by way of beds. We sat there in front of the door, 
the six of us, smoking, and I told Guittou all my adventures 
of the last nine years. He and his two friends listened with all 
their ears, vividly experiencing everything I had been through, 
for they had known the same kind of thing, and they knew what 
it was like. Two of them had been acquainted with Sylvain and 
they were deeply grieved at his horrible death. Many people 
of every colour and nationality went up and down in front of 
us: from time to time one of them would buy shoes or a broom, 
for Guittou and his friends also made brooms to earn their 
living. They told me that here in Georgetown, counting both 
convicts and relégués, there were: about thirty men who had 
escaped from penal. At night thev met in a bar in the middle 
of town and drank beer or rum together. Julot said that they 
all worked to keep themselves and that most of them behaved 
well. 

While we were sitting there in the shade in front of the house 
door a Chinese passed by, and Cuic-Cuic called out to him. 
Without saying anything to me Cuic-Cuic and Hue went off with 
this stranger: it was clear they were not going far, because the 
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pig followed behind. Two hours later Cuic-Cuic came back with 
an ass pulling a little cart. As proud as a peacock he reined in 
and spoke to the donkey in Chinese. The creature gave every 
appearance of understanding this language. There were three 
camp beds in the cart, three mattresses, pillows and three 
suitcases. The one he gave me was full of shirts, drawers and 
vests, as well as ties, two pairs of shoes, etc. 

‘Where did you find all this, Cuic-Cuic?’ 

‘It’s my countrymen who’ve given them to me. We’ll go 
and see them tomorrow if you like.’ 

‘Fine.’ 

We expected Cuic-Cuic to go off again with the donkey 
and cart, but not at all — he unharnessed the donkey and hitched 
it to a ring in the courtyard. 

‘They gave me the ass and the cart too. I’d easily be able 
to earn my living with them, they said. Tomorrow morning 
another Chinese is coming to show me how.’ 

‘They’re quick movers, your countrymen.’ 

Guittou said that the donkey and cart could stay in the 
courtyard for the present. Everything went well, this first day 
of our freedom. That evening we all six sat round the work- 
bench: we ate a good vegetable soup made by Julot and an 
excellent dish of spaghetti. 

‘Everyone will do the washing up and the housework in 
turn,’ said Guittou. 

This meal together was the symbol of the beginning of a 
little warm-hearted community. The knowledge that we were 
going to be helped in our first attempts at living free was 
wonderfully comforting. Cuic-Cuic, Hue and I were truly 
happy, through and through. We had a roof, a bed, and open- 
handed friends who in their poverty were great-hearted enough 
to help us. What rmore could we ask? 

“What would ycu like to do tonight, Papillon?’ asked Guit- 
tou. ‘Would you like to go down-town to the bar where all 
the other lags go?” 

‘I’d rather stay here tonight. You go, if you like — don’t let 
me stop you.’ 

“Yes, I'll go, because I’ve got to see someone.’ 

‘lll stay with Cuic-Cuic and the one-armed guy.’ 

Petit-Louis and Guittou dressed and put on ties and went 
into the town. On/y Julot stayed, to finish off a few pairs of 
shoes. My companions and I wandered about the nearby streets 
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to get to know the district. Here everything was Indian. Very 
few blacks, almost no whites, just two or three Chinese res- 
taurants. 

Penitence Rivers was its name, and it might have been a 
little piece of India or Java. The young women were really 
lovely, and the old men wore long white robes. Many of the 
people went barefoot. It was a poor district, but everybody 
was cleanly dressed. The streets were ill-lit; the bars were full 
of people eating and drinking; and there was Indian music 
everywhere. 

A shining black Negro dressed in white and wearing a tie 
stopped me. ‘You’re French, Monsieur?’ 

“Yes.” 

“What a pleasure to meet a fellow-countryman. Will you 
come and have a drink?’ 

‘All right: but I’ve two friends with me.’ 

‘That doesn’t matter. Do they speak French?’ 

“Yes.” 

There we were all four of us, sitting at a table looking out 
on to the pavement. This black man from Martinique spoke 
purer French than we did. He tolcl us to beware of the English 
Negroes, for, said he, they were all liars. “‘They’re not like us 
French: we can be trusted — they can’t.’ 

I smiled inwardly at hearing this coal-black Negro say ‘us 
Frenchmen’. But then immediately afterwards it worried me 
badly. For indeed this gentleman was French, and it seemed 
to me he was more French than me, since he laid claim to his 
country, believing in it wholeheartedly. He was capable of 
giving his life for France: I wasn’t. So he was a more genuine 
Frenchman than I was. However, |: went along with the current. 
“Yes. I’m happy to meet a fellow-countryman too, and to talk 
my own language — I’m very bad at English.’ 

‘I speak it fluently and correctly. If I can be of any use to 
you, here I am. Have you been in Georgetown long?’ 

‘Only a week.’ 

‘Where do you come from?’ 

‘French Guiana.’ 

‘Really? Are you an escaped prisoner or a warder who wants 
to join de Gaulle?’ 

‘No, I’m an escaped prisoner.’ 

‘And your friends?’ 

“The same.’ 
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‘Monsieur Henri, I don’t want to know anything about your 
past, but now’s the moment to come to the help of France and 
to redeem yourself. I’m for de Gaulle and I’m waiting for a 
ship for England. Come and see me tomorrow at the Mariners’ 
Club — here’s the address. I’d be glad to have you join us.’ 

“What’s your name?’ 

‘Homére.” 

‘Monsieur Horrére, I can’t make up my mind right away. 
In the first place I’ ve got to find out about my family; and then 
before taking such an important decision I’ve got to analyse it. 
Objectively. You must understand, Monsieur Homére, that 
France has knocked me about cruelly — treated me in the most 
inhuman sort of way.’ 

With splendid zeal and ardour the Martiniquais did all he 
could to persuade me. It was really moving to hear him produce 
all these arguments in favour of our poor suffering France. 

We went home very late, and as I lay in bed I thought over 
all this French patriot had said. I had to consider his suggestion 
very seriously. After all, the cops, the lawyers and the prison 
service weren’t France. I knew in my heart that I hadn’t 
stopped loving my country. And to think there were Huns all 
over it! Christ, how my people must suffer: how it must humili- 
ate the whole nation. 

When I woke up, the donkey, the cart, the pig, Cuic-Cuic 
and Van Hue had disappeared. 

“Well brother, did you sleep well?’ asked Guittou and his 
friends. 

‘Yes, thanks.’ 

‘Listen, would you like black coffee or café au lait or tea? 
Coffee and bread and butter?’ 

‘Yes please.’ I ate the lot, watching them at their work. 
Julot prepared the lump of balata as it was called for: he took 
hard bits out of the hot water and kneaded them into the soft 
mass. Petit-Louis cut out the pieces of cloth and Guittou made 
the shoes. ‘Do you turn out many?’ 

‘No. We aim at making twenty dollars a day. Five dollars 
looks after the reat and the food. That leaves five over for 
each man’s pocket-money, clothes and laundry.’ 

‘Do you sell them all?’ 

‘No. Sometimes one of us has to go out and peddle shoes 
and brooms in the streets of Georgetown. On foot and in the 
blazing sun, it’s tough.’ 
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‘I'd be happy to do it, when it has to be done. I don’t want 
to be a parasite here. I must do something to chip in for the 
food too.’ 

‘OK, Papi.’ 

All day long I wandered about Georgetown’ Indian quarter. 
I noticed a big cinema poster and I was seized with a violent 
longing to see a talking film in colour for the first time in my 
life. I'd ask Guittou to take me that evening. I walked round 
and round the streets of Penitence Rivers for hours and hours. 
I was delighted with the politeness of the people. There were 
two outstanding things about thera — they were clean and they 
were very polite. I found this day strolling alone through the 
Hindu district of Georgetown even more exalting than my 
arrival in Trinidad nine years before. 

In Trinidad, in the midst of all the wonderful feelings that 
arose from mingling with the crowd, there was always this 
question hanging over my head — ‘One day, in two weeks’ 
time or at the very most three, I’I have to go out to sea again: 
what country will take me in? Will there be any nation that 
will accept me? What will the future bring?’ Here it was quite 
different. I was free for good and all; if I wished, I could even 
go to England and enlist in the Free French forces. What 
should I do? If I made up my mind to join de Gaulle wouldn’t 
they say I’d just come because I didn’t know what else to 
do? Among all those people who’d always gone straight, 
wouldn’t I be treated like a criminal who was on their side 
because he had no other refuge? They said France was divided 
in two — divided between Pétain and de Gaulle. How could a 
Marshal of France possibly not know where honour lay and 
what was the best for the country? If I joined the Free French, 
wouldn’t I be forced to fight against my own countrymen later 
on? 

It was going to be very hard, very hard, to make a decent 
living here. Guittou, Petit-Louis and Julot were no sort of fools 
and yet they were working for five dollars a day. To begin 
with, I would have to learn to live as a free man. I had been 
a prisoner since 1931; and this was 1942. I couldn’t solve all 
these problems the very first day of my freedom. I didn’t even 
know the ABC of making a place for myself in life. I’d 
never worked with my hands. Just a smattering of electricity 
— absolutely any workman in the trade knew more than me. 
There was only one thing I had to promise myself, and that 
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was to go straight, at least according to my own code. It was 
four o’clock when I got back to the house. 

“Well, Papi, and how did you like the air of freedom? Pretty 
good, eh? Did you enjoy your walk?’ 

“Yes, Guittou, I’ve been wandering all over the place — all 
over this whole quarter.’ 

‘Did you see your Chinamen?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘They’re in the vard. They know how to take care of them- 
selves, those friends of yours. They’ve made forty dollars 
already and they tried to make me take twenty. I wouldn’t, of 
course. Go and see them.’ 

Cuic-Cuic was cutting up a cabbage for his pig. Van Hue was 
washing the donkey, which stood there quiet, delighting in it. 

‘OK, Papillon?’ 

‘Fine. And what. about you two?’ 

‘We’re very pleased with ourselves: we’ve made forty 
dollars.’ 

“What did you do?’ 

‘We went out into the country at three in the morning, with 
another Chinese to show us. He had two hundred dollars with 
him and we used it to buy tomatoes, lettuces, aubergines — 
fresh vegetables of every kind. And a few chickens, eggs and 
some goat’s milk. Then we went to the market down by the 
harbour. At first we sold just a little to the locals and then all 
the rest to some American sailors. They were so pleased with 
our prices that I don’t have to go into the market tomorrow: 
they told us to wait for them outside the harbour gates. They’1] 
buy the lot. Here’s the money. You’re the leader, so you still 
have to look after it.’ 

“You know I’ve got money, Cuic: I don’t need this.’ 

‘Keep the money or we shan’t work any more.’ 

‘Listen, these Frenchmen live on about five dollars a day 
each. We’ll take five apiece and give five to the house for 
food. The rest we’ll put aside to give your Chinese friends 
back the two hundred they lent you.’ 

‘OK.’ 

‘Tomorrow Ill come with you.’ 

‘No. You stay bed. If you like, meet us at seven o’clock in 
front of the main harbour gates.’ 

‘OK,’ 

Everybody was happy. Us to begin with, because we knew 
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we could earn our living and not be a burden on our friends. 
And then Guittou and the two others, who in spite of their 
kindness must have been wondering how soon we should be 
able to stand on our own feet. 

‘Your friends are terrific, Papillon. We’ll make a couple of 
bottles of pastis and celebrate.’ Julot went out and came back 
with sugar-cane, alcohol and various essences. An hour later 
we were drinking a pastis worthy of Marseilles. Helped on by 
the alcohol our voices grew louder and our happy laughter was 
more cheerful and stronger than usual. Some Indian neighbours 
gathered that there was a party in the Frenchmen’s house, and 
five of them, three men and two girls, came without any sort 
of ceremony and joined us. They brought skewers of chicken 
and pork, all very highly seasoned and peppered. The two girls 
were most remarkably beautiful. They were dressed all in 
white; their feet were bare; and each wore a silver anklet on 
her left leg. Guittou said to me, ‘Take care. These are good 
girls. Don’t you go and make a pass just because you can see 
their bare breasts under that veil. It’s natural for them. As for 
me, I’m too old. But Julot and Petit-Louis had a go when we 
first arrived and they came to grief. The girls wouldn’t come 
to see us again for a long while.’ 

These two Indians were really lovely. They had a little round 
tattoed mark in the middle of their foreheads, and that gave 
them a strange, exotic look. They talked to us kindly, and from 
what little English I knew I gathered they were bidding us 
welcome to Georgetown. 

That night Guittou and I went down to the middle of the 
city. You would have said it was another civilization, utterly 
different from the one we lived in. The town was crammed 
with people. Whites, blacks, Indians, Chinese, soldiers and 
sailors in uniform, and a great many merchant marine-sailors. 
Great numbers of bars, restaurants, pubs and night-clubs: and 
their glare lit up the streets as though it was midday. 

That evening I’d been to the first talking film in colour I’d 
ever seen in my life, and still astonished by this new experi- 
ence, I followed Guittou into a huge bar. One corner was filled 
with Frenchmen, at least a score of them. Their drink was Free 
Cubas — Coca-Cola and spirits. All these men were convicts, 
escaped convicts. Some had got away after they had been let 
out: they’d served their sentence and they were supposed to 
serve their doublage in Guiana. But they starved, they couldn’t 
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find jobs, and both the locals and the officials looked upon 
them with disfavour: they preferred running for it and trying 
to reach a country where they hoped they’d be able to lead a 
better life. But it was tough, they told me. 

‘Take me, for example. I cut timber in the forest for John 
Fernandes at two dollars fifty a day. I come down to George- 
town for a week every month. I’m desperate.’ 

‘And what about you?’ 

‘I make butterfly collections. I go out after them into the 
bush and when I’ve caught a good many of different sorts I 
arrange them in glass-topped boxes and sell them as a col- 
lection.’ 

Others were stevedores in the port. They all worked, but 
they only just made enough to live on. ‘It’s tough, but we’re 
free,’ they said. ‘And freedom, Christ, it’s good.’ 

That evening a relégué called Faussard came to see us. He 
stood drinks all round. He’d been on board a Canadian ship 
carrying bauxite that had been torpedoed in the mouth of the 
Demerara river. As a survivor he’d been given a sum of money 
on account of the sinking. Almost the whole of the crew had 
been drowned. He’d been lucky enough to be able to get into 
a lifeboat. He tolc. us the German submarine surfaced and 
spoke to them. It had asked them how many ships were still 
in the port, waiting to sail with cargoes of bauxite. When they 
said they didn’t know, the man who had been questioning 
them laughed. ‘Yesterday I was in such-and-such a cinema in 
Georgetown,’ he said. ‘Look at this half of the ticket.’ And it 
seems he opened his coat and said, ‘This suit comes from 
Georgetown.’ Unbelievers said it was just bluff, but Faussard 
would have it that it was so, and I’ve no doubt he was telling 
the truth. He said the submarine even told them what ship was 
going to come anc. pick them up: and indeed that very ship 
did save their lives. 

Every man had a tale to tell. Guittou and I were sitting next 
to an old Parisian from the Halles called Petit-Louis de la rue 
des Lombards: he said, ‘Papillon, I'll tell you what, my old 
mate, I found a little racket that meant I could live without 
doing a hand’s turn. In the paper there’s a heading Died for 
his King or for the Queen or something like that; and whenever 
a Frenchman’s narne appeared I’d go to a mason’s yard and 
take a photo of a tombstone with the name of the ship, the 
date it was torpedoed and the name of the Frenchman -— I 
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painted them on. Then I’d go round to the rich English houses 
and say they ought to give something for a monument to this 
Frenchman who’d died for England, so there’d be something 
in the graveyard to remember him by. It worked perfectly up 
until last week, when a bloody fool of a Breton, who’d been 
reported lost, turned up, not only alive but in terrific health. 
He went to see some of the very women who’d given me five 
dollars for his memorial — a stiff who went about saying he 
was alive and that I’d never bought a stone from any mason’s 
yard in my life. I'll have to find something else to live on, 
because at my age I can’t work any more.’ 

Stimulated by the Free Cubas everyone roared away at full 
blast, telling the most extraordinary tales: we were all certain 
we were the only ones who understood French. 

‘Look at me,’ said one guy, ‘I :nake balata dolls and bicycle 
handles. The only thing is, when the little girls leave their 
dolls out in the sun in their gardens they melt or go out of 
shape. ‘Oh, it’s a bloody wasps’ nest when I forget what street 
I’ve already worked. This last month I haven’t dared go along 
half the streets in Georgetown by daylight. The same thing 
with the bicycles. You leave them in the sun and when you 
come back your hands stick to the grips I’ve sold.’ 

‘Or take me,’ said another man. ‘I use balata too — I make 
sticks with black girls’ heads as decorations. I tell the sailors 
I’m a survivor from Mers-el-Kébir and that they just have to 
buy one, because it’s not their fault I’m still alive. Eight out 
of ten fall for it.’ 

This modern Alsatia made me laugh, but it also made me 
realize that in fact earning a living was by no means easy. 
Someone turned on the radio at the bar: it was de Gaulle 
making a speech. A French voice from London, encouraging 
the French overseas and in the colonies: everyone listened. It 
was a moving appeal and nobody uttered a sound. All at once 
one of the lags who’d had too many Free Cubas sprang up 
and said, ‘Brothers, this is terrific! All of a sudden I understand 
English! I followed every word Churchill said!’ Everyone burst 
out laughing: not a man there tried to make him see he’d got 
it wrong. 

Yes, I’d have to take my first steps towards earning my own 
living; and as I could see from the others, it wasn’t going to 
be easy. This didn’t weigh on my mind. Between 1930 and 
1942 I’d totally lost all sense of responsibility and all know- 
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ledge of how to make a living. A man who’s been a prisoner 
as long as that, without having to worry about food, rent or 
clothing, a man who’s been put on a lead, managed, shoved 
around, and who’s grown used to doing nothing off his own 
bat and to obeying every kind of order without thinking about 
it, a man who’s grown used to being given food and drink at 
set hours — this man has to re-learn how to live when all of a 
sudden he finds himself in the middle of a big town, no longer 
knowing how to walk on a pavement without bumping into 
people or crossing a road without getting himself run over. 
And then again there are some reactions you’d never expect: 
for example, among all those different kinds of lags, all talking 
French sprinkled with English or Spanish words, I was listen- 
ing as hard as ever I could when suddenly I wanted to go to 
the lavatory there in that English pub. Well, you’ll scarcely 
believe it, but for a fleeting second I looked round for the 
warder whose permission I ought to ask. It was very short: 
but it was also very funny when I understood what was the 
matter and said to myself, ‘Papillon, when you want to have 
a piss or do anything else, from now onwards there’s no one 
whose permission you have to ask.’ 

And at the cinema too, when the girl was looking for a 
place for us, for a moment I felt like saying, ‘Please don’t you 
trouble about me. I’m only a mere convict — I’m not worth 
bothering with.’ And going along the street between the cinema 
and the pub I turned round several times. Guittou knew all 
about this, and he said to me, ‘Why do you keep turning round 
all the time? Are you looking to see if the screw’s following 
you? No screws here, old Papi: you left them all behind in 
penal.’ 

In the lags’ language they say you have to get rid of your 
convict’s shirt. But it’s more than that, because prison clothes 
are only a symbol. It’s not only your shirt you have to get rid 
of, but the brand made with a red-hot iron on your heart and 
spirit. 

A police patrol came into the bar — impeccably-dressed 
English Negroes. They went round, table by table, asking for 
identity cards. When they reached our corner the sergeant 
carefully scanned all the faces. He saw one he didn’t know — 
mine. ‘Identity card, sir, if you please.’ I passed it: he looked 
at me and gave it back, saying, ‘Excuse me, I didn’t know 
you. Welcome to Georgetown.’ And with that he went away. 
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When he’d gone, Paul le Savoyard observed, ‘These rosbifs 
are wonderful. The only foreigners they trust a hundred per 
cent are the escaped lags. If you can prove that you made a 
break from penal, the English authorities will set you free 
straight away.’ 

Although we got home late, I was at the main harbour gate 
at seven the next morning. Less than half an hour later Cuic- 
Cuic and Hue appeared with the little cart full of vegetables 
gathered that morning, together with eggs and a few chickens. 
They were by themselves. I asked where their friend was — 
the Chinese who was to show them how to manage. Cuic said, 
‘He showed us yesterday. That was enough. Now we don’t 
need anyone.’ 

‘Did you have to go far to find all that?’ 

“Yes. Two and a half hour’s journey and more. We set off 
at three this morning and we’re only just back.’ 

As if he’d been living there for twenty years, Cuic-Cuic 
produced hot tea and then dampers. Sitting on the pavement 
close to the cart, we ate and drank, waiting for customers. 

‘Do you think they’I] come, your Americans of yesterday?’ 

‘I hope so; but if they don’t, we’ll sell to other people.’ 

“What about the prices? How clo you fix them?’ 

‘I don’t say this costs so-and-so: I say, what’ll you give 
me?’ 

‘But you can’t speak English.’ 

‘That’s so. But Ido know how to use my hands and fingers. 
Then it’s easy enough.’ 

‘Anyhow, you can talk well enough to buy and sell,’ said 
Cuic-Cuic to me. 

“Yes, but first I'd like to see you do it by yourself.’ 

I didn’t have long to wait, because soon there appeared a 
huge kind of jeep called a command car. The driver, a petty 
officer and two sailors got out of it. The petty officer climbed 
into the cart and looked at all the lettuces, aubergines and so 
on. He inspected every crate and he prodded the chickens. 

‘How much the lot?’ And the bargaining began. 

The American sailor talked through his nose. I couldn’t 
understand a word he said. Cuic-Cuic jabbered away in 
Chinese and French. Seeing that they’d never come to an 
agreement I called Cuic-Cuic aside. ‘What did you lay out 
altogether?’ He looked through his pockets and found seven- 
teen dollars. ‘A hundred and eighty-three dollars,’ he said. 
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“What’s he offering you?’ 

‘Two hundred and ten, I think. It’s not enough.’ 

I went over to the petty officer. He asked if I spoke English. 
A very little. ‘Talk slowly,’ I said. 

‘OK.’ 

‘What do you offer? No, two hundred and ten dollars is 
impossible. Two hundred and forty.’ 

He wasn’t having any. 

He pretended to go and then came back: went off again and 
got into his jeep. But I had the feeling it was all an act. Just 
as he was getting out of it again our two pretty neighbours 
arrived, the Indian girls, half-veiled. They had certainly been 
watching the scerie, because they pretended not to know us. 
One of them got into the cart, looked at our wares and said, 
‘How much the lot?’ 

‘Two hundred and forty dollars,’ I replied. 

‘It’s a deal,’ she said. 

But the American brought out two hundred and forty dollars 
and gave them to Cuic-Cuic, telling the Indian girls he’d 
already bought the stuff. Our neighbours did not go away but 
stood watching the Americans unload the cart and pile the 
things into the command car. At the last moment a sailor laid 
hold of the pig, thinking it was part of the bargain. Naturally 
Cuic-Cuic wouldn’t have that. An argument began and we 
couldn’t manage to make them understand that the pig was 
not included in the deal. 

I tried to explain to the Hindus, but it was very hard. They 
couldn’t get it either. The American sailors wouldn’t let go of 
the pig: Cuic-Cuic wouldn’t give back the money. The whole 
thing threatened to degenerate into a brawl. Van Hue had 
already picked up a shaft when an American military police 
jeep went by. The petty officer whistled. The military police 
came over. I told Cuic-Cuic to give back the money: he 
wouldn’t listen to me for a moment. The sailors still had hold 
of the pig, and they wouldn’t give it back either, Cuic-Cuic 
was standing there in front of their jeep, so that they couldn’t 
drive away. Quite a crowd had gathered round this noisy little 
scene. The military police said the Americans were in the 
right; and in any case, they couldn’t understand a word of our 
gibberish either. They really believed we had been trying to 
swindle the sailors. 

I was at my wits’ end when I suddenly remembered that I 
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had the name of the Negro from Martinique with the telephone 
number of the Mariners’ Club. I showed it to the policeman, 
saying, ‘Interpreter’. He took me to a phone. I put the call 
through and I was lucky enough to find my Gaullist friend. I 
asked him to tell the policeman that the pig was not part of 
the deal, that it was a tame pig, that Cuic-Cuic looked upon 
it in the same light as a dog, and that we’d forgotten to tell 
the sailors it wasn’t included. Then I handed the telephone to 
the policeman. In three minutes he had understood everything. 
With his own hands he took the pig and gave it back to the 
delighted Cuic-Cuic, who caught it in his arms and hurried it 
into the cart. The whole thing ended well and the Yanks 
laughed like a pack of children. The crowd dispersed: every- 
body was happy. Back at the house that night we thanked the 
Hindu girls, and when they understood what it was all about 
they too laughed as much as anybody else. 


We had been in Georgetown three months now. Today we 
moved into one half of our Indian friend’s house. Two big, 
airy bedrooms, a dining-room, a little kitchen with a charcoal 
stove and a huge yard with a corner roofed over with corru- 
gated iron for a stable. The donkey and cart were under cover. 
I was going to sleep alone in a big second-hand bed with a 
good mattress. In the next room, each in his own bed, my two 
Chinese friends. We also had a table and six chairs, as well 
as four stools. In the kitchen, every:hing necessary for cooking. 
We thanked Guitton and his friends for their hospitality and 
then, as Cuic-Cuic said, we took possession of our own house. 

In front of the dining-room window and looking out on to 
the street there stood a wickerwork armchair in all its glory — 
a present from the Indian girls. On the table, some fresh flowers 
in a glass pot, produced by Cuic-Cuic. 

This feeling of being here, in the first home of my own, 
gave me confidence in myself and in the future. It was a very 
modest house, but it was clean, light and airy; and it was the 
first fruit of three months of team-work. 

Tomorrow was Sunday, and there would be no market, so 
we'd be free all day long. What’s more, we’d all three made 
up our minds to invite Guitton and his friends as well as the 
Indian girls and their brothers to clinner. The guest of honour 
was to be the Chinese who’d helped Cuic-Cuic and Van Hue 
— the one who’d given the donkey and cart and who’d lent us 
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the two hundred dollars to get going. In his plate he’d find an 
envelope with the two hundred dollars and a note of thanks 
from us in Chinese. 

After his beloved pig, I was the one who had all Cuic-Cuic’s 
affection. He was always doing kind things for me — I was 
the best dressed of the three, and he’d often come home with 
a present, a shirt, a tie, or a pair of trousers. He bought all 
these things with his own money. Cuic-Cuic didn’t smoke and 
he hardly drank at all; his only vice was gambling. He had 
but one dream — saving up enough to go to the Chinese club 
to gamble. 

We had no real difficulty at all in selling our morning’s 
purchases. I could already speak enough English to buy and 
sell. Between the three of us, we made twenty-five to thirty-five 
dollars. It wasn’t much, but we were very pleased at having 
found a way of earning our livings so quickly. I didn’t always 
go out buying, although I made better bargains than they did, 
but now I was always the one that did the selling. There were 
plenty of English and American sailors, posted ashore to do 
the buying for their ships, who knew me. We’d talk over the 
prices pleasantly, not getting too worked up about it. There 
was one big Italian-American who looked after the supplies 
for an officers’ mess, and he always talked to me in Italian — 
he was delighted when I answered in his own language and 
he only bargained for the hell of it. He always ended up by 
paying the price I’d asked in the first place. 

By about half past eight or nine we were back at the house. 
Van Hue and Cuic-Cuic would go to bed after we’d all three 
had something to eat. As for me, I’d go and see Guittou and 
his friends or else the Indian girls would call on me. No 
real housework to do: the sweeping, making of beds, laundry, 
dusting, was all done for us by the two sisters, and they did 
it very well for almost nothing — two dollars a day. I fully 
appreciated what it was to be free, without any anxiety for the 
future. 
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My Indian Family 


In this town the usual way of getting about was by bicycle. 
So I bought one in order to go wherever I wanted without 
difficulty; and since both the town and the surrounding 
countryside were quite flat, one could cover long distances 
without effort. The machine had two strong carriers, one in 
front and the other behind: so like many of the locals I could 
easily take two people with me. 

At least twice a week I went out for an hour or two with 
my friends the Indian girls. They were absolutely delighted, 
and I began to see that one of them, the younger girl, was 
beginning to fall in love with me. 

I’d never seen her father, but the other day he appeared. He 
lived not far from our place, but he’d never come to see us 
and I only knew her brothers. He was a tall old man with a 
very long snow-white beard. His hair was silvery, too, and it 
parted to show a noble and intelligent forehead. He only spoke 
his Hindu language, and his daughter translated. He invited 
me to come and see him at his house. Through the little princess 
(that was my name for his daughter) he said it was no distance 
by bicycle. I promised to return his call before long. 

When he’d eaten a few cakes and drunk some tea he went 
away, but I noticed that first he inspected the house in all its 
details. The little princess was delighted to see that her father 
was pleased with his visit and with us. 

I was thirty-six and I was in perfect health: I still felt young 
and fortunately everybody looked upon me as young too — all 
my friends said I didn’t look more than thirty. Now this girl 
was nineteen, and she had all the calm, placid beauty of her 
race as well as all its fatalism in her attitude to life. To love 
and to be loved by such a wonder‘ul girl would be a gift from 
heaven. 

When the three of us went out she always got on to the 
carrier in front, and she knew very well that when she sat up 
quite straight and I leant forward to pedal harder, my face was 
very close-to hers. If she held her head back I could see all 
the beauty of her bare bosom under her veil, better than if 
she’d worn nothing at all. Her great black eyes blazed as 
we almost touched, and her mouth — dark red against her 
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tea-coloured skin — opened just a little in her longing to be 
kissed. A mouth adorned with beautiful, perfect teeth. She had 
a way of saying certain words and of showing the tip of her 
pink tongue in her half-opened mouth that would have inflamed 
the holiest of the holy saints who have bequeathed the Catholic 
religion to us. 

We were to go to the cinema one evening, just the two of 
us, because it seemed her sister had a headache — one of those 
headaches invented to leave us to ourselves, in my opinion. 
She appeared in <. white muslin dress that came down to her 
ankles; there were three silver rings round them which showed 
as she walked. She was wearing sandals whose thongs went 
round her big toe: this made her feet seem very elegant. There 
was a very small gold shell in her right nostril. On her head, 
held by a golden ribbon, a short muslin veil came a little lower 
than her shoulders. Hanging from this ribbon there were three 
strings of many-coloured stones, reaching to the middle of her 
forehead. It was a charming piece of nonsense, of course: and 
when her head swayed it showed the striking blue spot tattooed 
on her forehead. 

The whole Indian household and mine, in the persons of 
Cuic-Cuic and Van Hue, watched us leave: they looked 
charmed at seeing our open happiness. They all looked as 
though they knew we’d come back from the cinema engaged. 

We rode along towards the middle of the town, with her 
well settled on the cushion of my carrier. It was during a 
long stretch of free-wheeling down an ill-lit avenue that this 
magnificent girl, of her own accord, brushed my mouth with 
a light and fleeting kiss. I had had so little idea that she would 
take the first step that I nearly fell off the bicycle. 

We sat at the back of the cinema, holding hands: I spoke 
to her with my fingers and she replied. We didn’t watch the 
film; and our first loving exchanges, sitting there in that 
cinema, were completely silent. There was a singing in her 
fingers, her long, carefully trimmed and varnished nails, and 
in the pressure of her palm; they told me much better than 
words about her love for me and her desire to be mine. She 
laid her head on my shoulder, and this allowed me to kiss her 
pure and lovely fece. 

This shy, timid love, so long in coming to flower, quickly 
developed into a whole-hearted passion. I’d told her, before 
she was mine, that I couldn’t marry her, since I already had 
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a wife in France. That hardly worried her for so long as a day. 
One night she stayed with me. She said that because of her 
brothers and certain Indian neighbours she would rather I went 
and lived with her at her father’s place. I agreed and moved 
over to his house: he lived there alone with a young Indian 
woman, a distant relation, who looked after him and did all 
the housework. It was only about a quarter of a mile from the 
house where Cuic-Cuic went on living. So my two friends 
came to see me every evening and spent an hour or so with 
us. Quite often they stayed to supper. 

We still went on selling vegetables down by the harbour. 
I’d leave at half past six and my Indian girl nearly always 
came with me. We took a big thermos full of tea and a bag 
with toast and a pot of jam; we waited for Cuic-Cuic and Hue 
so that we could all eat together. She was the one who produced 
breakfast and she was very particular about this rite of the first 
meal of the day, all four of us together. She brought everything 
that was needed in her bag — a very small lace-trimmed mat 
that she ceremoniously laid on the pavement, having swept 
the stones first with a little brush, and four china cups and 
saucers. And sitting there on the ground, we solemnly had our 
breakfast. 

It amused me to drink tea sitting on the pavement as though 
we were in a room; but both she and Cuic-Cuic thought it 
perfectly natural. They took no sort of notice of the passers-by, 
for in their opinion they were behaving quite ordinarily. It 
gave her so much pleasure to pour out the tea for us and spread 
marmalade on the toast that it would have wounded her if I 
hadn’t gone along with it. 

Last Saturday something happened that gave me the key to 
a mystery. We’d been together for two months now and she’d 
often given me small quantities of gold. It was always pieces 
of broken-up jewellery — half of a ring, a bit of chain, the 
quarter or the half of a medal or zold coin, a single earring. 
I didn’t need money for living, so although she told me to sell 
the gold I always kept it in a box. I had close on fourteen 
ounces. When I asked her where it came from she hugged me, 
kissed me, and laughed; but gave me no explanation. 

But at about ten o’clock on Saturday morning my Indian 
girl asked me to take her father on my bicycle — to take him 
somewhere: I forget the name of the place. ‘My father will 
show you the way,’ she said. ‘I must stay at home and do the 


507 


ironing.’ I was puzzled, but I thought the old man wanted to 
see a friend some way off, so I agreed quite cheerfully. 

He sat there on the front carrier and he pointed out the way 
without a word, because he only spoke his own language. It 
was a long way, and I had to ride for the best part of an hour. 
We came to a wealthy district by the sea — splendid villas 
everywhere. My ‘father-in-law’ made a sign: I stopped and 
watched him. He took a round white stone from under his 
robe and knelt at the bottom of the steps leading up to a house. 
He rolled the stone on the step and at the same time he chanted. 
A few minutes went by and then a woman dressed in Indian 
clothes came out of the house and gave him something without 
saying a word. 

He went on from house to house, doing the same thing until 
four o’clock in the afternoon. It was a long business, and I 
could not make i: out. At the last house it was a man dressed 
in white who came out. He made the old boy stand up and 
taking his arm he led him into the house. He stayed there more 
than a quarter of an hour and then came out again, still with 
the man in white, who kissed his forehead or rather his white 
hair before taking leave of him. We went home, and I pedalled 
as hard as I could to get there quickly, because by now it was 
half past four. 

Fortunately we reached the house before nightfall. First my 
pretty Indara took her father to his room; then she hung round 
my neck, kissing me and pulling me along towards the bath- 
room so I could have a shower. There was cool, fresh linen 
waiting for me, and I sat down at the table, washed, shaved 
and changed. I was on fire with curiosity. Only I knew you 
must never try to force an Indian or a Chinese to tell you 
anything — there always has to be a certain waiting period. 
Then they'll tell you of their own accord, because they can 
sense you're asking for their trust; and if they think you 
worthy of it, they’ll give it you. And that’s what happened 
with Indara. 

After we’d made love for a long while and she was lying, 
quite relaxed, with her still-hot cheek on my bare arm, she 
said, without looking at me, ‘You know, sweetheart, when my 
father goes out to look for gold, he doesn’t do any harm: far 
from it. He calls up spirits to protect the houses where he rolls 
his stone. They give him a piece of gold to say thank you. It’s 
a very old custom in Java, where we come from.’ 
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That was what my princess told me. But one day a friend 
of hers had a talk with me in the market. It so happened that 
neither Indara nor the Chinese had arrived yet. This pretty girl 
— she was from Java too — told me something quite different. 
‘Why on earth do you go on working, now you live with the 
sorcerer’s daughter? Isn’t she ashamed of making you get up 
so early, even when it rains? You could live without doing 
anything, what with all that gold her father earns. She can’t 
love you, or she would never let you get up so early.’ 

‘And what does her father do? Tell me about it — I don’t 
know a thing.’ 

‘Well, her father’s a sorcerer from Java. If he likes, he can 
bring death on you or your family. The only way of escaping 
the spell he casts with his magic stone is to give him so much 
gold that he’ll roll it the way opposite to the way he rolls it 
to bring death. When he does that he undoes all the curses 
— he brings health and life for you and everybody in your 
household.’ 

‘That’s not at all the way Indarz. told it.’ 

I decided to make a check to see which of them was right. 
Some days later I was with my white-bearded ‘father-in-law’ 
on the bank of a stream that ran through Penitence Rivers and 
joined the Demerara. The look on the Indian fishermen’s faces 
told me all I wanted to know. Every one of them gave him a 
fish and hurried away from the water’s edge as quickly as 
possible. It was quite clear. I no longer needed to ask anybody 
anything. 

As far as I was concerned, my Indian father-in-law didn’t 
worry me in the very least. He never spoke to me in anything 
but his own language, and he imagined I understood a little. 
I never could manage to make out. what he meant. That had 
its good side — it was impossible for us to disagree. And then 
in spite of everything he did find me work to do: I tattooed 
their foreheads for the girls of between thirteen and fifteen. 
Sometimes he bared their bosoms and I tattooed their breasts 
with leaves or coloured petals — green, pink and blue — letting 
the tip rise like the pistil of a flower. The brave ones (it hurt 
a great deal) had the dark circle round their nipples tattooed 
bright yellow; and a few even had the tip itself yellowed too. 

He put up a notice in front of the house, written in Hindu, 
and they told me it said “Tattoo artist — moderate prices — all 
work guaranteed’. The tattooing was well paid, and so I had 
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a double pleasure — that of admiring the Javanese girls’ lovely 
bosoms and that of making money. 

Cuic-Cuic found a restaurant for sale down by the harbour. 
He proudly brought me the news and suggested we should 
buy the place. The price was right: eight hundred dollars. By 
selling the sorcerer’s gold and adding our savings, we could 
buy the restaurant. I went to have a look at it. It was in a little 
street, but it was very close to the harbour, and the district 
was crowded at all hours of the day and night. There was one 
fairly big black-and-white tiled room, eight tables on the left, 
eight on the right, and in the middle a round table where you 
could show the hors d’oeuvres and the fruit. A big, airy, well 
lit kitchen: two large ovens and two huge ranges. 


Restaurant and Butterflies 


We bought the place. Indara herself sold all our gold. Her 
father was surprised I’d never touched the scraps he’d given 
his daughter for us both. He said, ‘I gave them to you so you 
could make use of them. They belong to you two — you don’t 
have to ask me if you want to sell them. Do whatever you 
please.’ 

My sorcerer father-in-law wasn’t such a bad old stick. As 
for Indara, she was in a class apart as a mistress, as a wife and 
as a friend. There was no danger of our quarrelling, because 
she always answered yes to everything I said. The only time 
she looked a trifle sour was when I tattooed the other girls’ 
tits. 

So here I was, the owner of the Victory Restaurant in Water 
Street, in the heart of Georgetown’s harbour district. Cuic-Cuic 
was to do the ccoking: he liked it and it was his trade. Hue 
was to look after the buying and to make the chow mein. This 
was how it was made: best wheat flour was mixed with a great 
many yolks of eggs and then beaten. The dough was worked 
long and hard without any water being added. The work of 
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kneading was very hard — so much so that he had to do it with 
his feet, riding a well-polished pole fixed to the middle of the 
table. He had one leg round the pole and he held it with his 
only hand while at the same time he hopped round and round 
on the table, thus kneading the dough: worked as powerfully 
as this, the mixture became light and delicious. A little butter 
at the last moment gave it a wonderful taste. 

The restaurant had gone broke, but now it became very well 
known. Indara and another young and very pretty Indian girl 
called Daya served the many customers who came hurrying 
to try our Chinese food. All the escaped lags appeared. The 
ones who had money paid and the others ate for free. ‘It brings 
luck to give food to a hungry man,’ said Cuic-Cuic. 

There was only one snag — the glamour of Indara and the 
other waitress. Both of them showed their naked tits under 
their transparent veils. What’s more, they’d slit their dresses 
from the ankle to the hip. In certain positions they showed 
their whole leg, right up their thighs. The American, English, 
Swedish, Canadian and Norwegian sailors sometimes came in 
and ate twice a day to enjoy the spectacle. My friends called 
the restaurant the voyeurs’ paradise. As for me, I was the 
owner. I was the boss, and that went for everybody. There 
was no till: the waitress brought me the money and I put it in 
my pocket, giving change when necessary. 

The restaurant opened at eight in the evening and stayed 
open until five or six the next morning. I hardly need say that 
about three all the tarts in the parish who'd had a profitable 
night came and ate curried chicken or bean-sprout salad with 
their ponce or with a customer. They also drank beer, particu- 
larly English beer, whiskey, and the very good local rum with 
soda or Coca-Cola. Since the place became the meeting-point 
for all the French who had made a break, I was the refuge, 
the adviser, the judge and the confidential friend of the whole 
colony of lags and relégués. 

This sometimes caused difficulties. A butterfly-collector told 
me about the way he went out into the bush to look for them. 
He’d cut out a piece of cardboard the shape of a butterfly and 
then stick on the wings of the kind he wanted to catch. The 
cardboard was fixed to the end of a stick about a yard long. 
When he was hunting he held the stick in his right hand and 
twirled it about so the fake butterfly looked as though it was 
flying. He always hunted in sun-filled clearings. He knew the 
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times when each kind of butterfly came out of its chrysalis: 
there were some that only lived forty-eight hours. So when 
the sun came into the clearing, the butterflies that had just 
hatched hurried into the light to find love as soon as ever they 
could. When they caught sight of the bait they would rush at 
it from a great way off. If the phony butterfly was a male, 
then it would be a male coming to fight it. My friend had a 
little net in his left hand and he’d catch the butterfly straight 
away. It had a closable neck, so the hunter could go on catching 
butterflies without being afraid the others would escape. And 
if the bait was a female, then the males would come so as to 
make love, and the result would be the same. 

The most beautiful of these insects were the moths, but as 
they often flew into things, it was very hard to find one whose 
wings were perfect — they were nearly always ragged. To catch 
moths, he would climb to the top of a high tree, spread a white 
sheet over a frame and light it from behind with a carbide 
lamp. The big moths, four to six inches across, would come 
and cling to the sheet. Then all he had to do was to kill them 
by squeezing their thoraxes with a strong, sudden pinch that 
did not crush them. They must not be allowed to struggle or 
else they would spoil their wings and their value would be 
lost. 

In a show-case I always had little collections of butterflies, 
insects, small snakes and vampires. There were more buyers 
than goods. So the prices were high. 

An American pointed out one butterfly whose back wings 
were steel-blue and whose front wings were light blue. He 
offered me five hundred dollars if I could find one like that, 
only a hermaphrodite. 

I talked about this to my friend, and he said that he had 
once caught a very pretty specimen of that sort, and he’d got 
fifty dollars for i: later a serious collector had told him it was 
worth close on two thousand. 

‘That Yank’s playing you for a sucker, Papillon,’ he said. 
‘He takes you for a lemon. Even if the rare specimen was only 
worth fifteen hundred dollars he’d still be making a hell of a 
packet out of your ignorance.’ 

“You’re dead right: he’s a sod. What about making a sucker 
out of him?’ 

‘How?’ 

“We’d have to stick two male wings on to a female, or the 
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other way about. The snag is sticking them on without its 
showing.’ 

After a good many attempts that didn’t work, we managed 
to fix two male wings to a splendid female without its showing: 
we did this by making a tiny cut in her thorax and glueing the 
ends of the wings with diluted balata. It held so well you could 
pick the butterfly up by the phony wings. I put it into a glass 
case with others belonging to an ordinary twenty-dollar collec- 
tion, as if I’d not noticed it. The bait took. The American had 
hardly caught sight of it before he had the nerve to walk in with 
a twenty-dollar bill in his hand, wanting to buy the collection. I 
told him it was reserved — a Swede had asked me for a case 
and this one was for him. During the next couple of days the 
American had the box in his hands at least a score of times. 
At last he couldn’t bear it any longer and he said to me, ‘I'll 
buy the butterfly in the middle for twenty dollars and you can 
keep the rest.’ 

‘What’s so unusual about the middle one?’ I asked, and 
looked at it closely. Then I exclaimed, ‘My God, it’s a her- 
maphrodite!’ 

‘Eh? Why, yes: so it is. I hadn’t been quite sure,’ said the 
Yank. ‘With the glass you can’t see very well. Do you mind 
if I take it off?’ He stared at the butterfly from every angle. 
“What do you want for it?’ 

‘Didn’t you tell me one day that a specimen like that was 
worth five hundred dollars?’ 

‘I’ve told several butterfly-hunters the same thing: I don’t 
want to profit by the ignorance of the man who caught this 
one.’ 

‘Then it’s five hundred dollars. or nothing.’ 

‘It’s a deal. Keep it for me. Look, here’s all I have on me 
to show it’s a sale — sixty dollars. Give me a receipt and 
tomorrow I?ll bring the rest. And whatever you do, take it out 
of this box.’ 

‘OK. I'll keep it somewhere else. Here’s your receipt.’ 

As we opened the descendant of Lincoln appeared. He 
examined the butterfly again, this time with a little magnif ying- 
glass. My heart was in my mouth when he turned it upside 
down. He was satisfied: he paid me, put the butterfly in a box 
he’d brought himself, asked me for another receipt and went 
away. 

Two months later the cops picked me up. When we got to 
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the station the superintendent told me in French that I’d been 
arrested because an American accused me of swindling him. 
‘It’s to do with a butterfly whose wings you stuck on,” said 
the policeman. ‘It seems that the hoax brought you in five 
hundred dollars.’ 

Within two hours Cuic-Cuic and Indara were there with a 
lawyer. He spoke French very well. I told him I knew nothing 
whatsoever about butterflies — I was neither a catcher nor a 
collector. I just sold boxes of them to oblige butterfly-hunters 
who were customers of mine. It was the Yank who’d offered 
me the five hundred dollars, not me who’d asked for it: and 
anyhow if the butterfly had been the genuine article, as he 
believed, it was the American who was the thief, because in 
that case it would have been worth about two thousand dollars. 

Two days later I came up before the court. The lawyer acted 
as interpreter. I told my story over again. To back it up my 
lawyer had a price-list of butterflies in which the specimen we 
were talking about was shown at something over one thousand 
five hundred dollars. The American lost the case: he had to 
pay the costs of the proceedings, my lawyer’s fees and two 
hundred dollars on top of it all. 

All of us — Indians and convicts — celebrated my acquittal 
with home-made pastis. Every member of Indara’s family had 
come to the hearinz, and now that I had been found not guilty 
they were all wonderfully proud of being related to a superman. 
For they weren’t taken in: they knew damn well it was me 
that had stuck on the wings. 


There: it was bound to happen — we were forced to sell the 
restaurant. Indara and Daya were too lovely, and their kind of 
strip-tease, always beginning but going no distance, made more 
effect on the full-blooded sailors than if they’d been stark 
naked. They’d noticed that the nearer they put their barely- 
covered tits to the sailor’s noses the bigger tips they got: they’d 
bend right over the table, slowly working out the bill or the 
change. After a carefully calculated period of exposure, when 
the sailor’s eyes were starting out of his head so as to see 
better, they’d straighten up and say, ‘And what about my tip?’ 
‘Ah!’ The poor bastards were open-handed: they were set 
ablaze and the fire was never put out — they hardly knew what 
to do with themselves. 

One day what I’d always been afraid of happened. A great 
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freckled lump of a red-head wasn’t satisfied with just the 
sight of a naked thigh. When the panties put in their fleeting 
appearance his hand darted out and his brutish fingers gripped 
my Javanese like a vice. As she happened to have a full water 
jug in her hand it didn’t take her a second to smash it on his 
head. The sailor went down under the blow, tearing off her 
panties as he fell. I rushed to pick him up, but his friends 
thought I was going to hit him, and before I could utter one 
of them had hit me right in the eye. Did the sea-going boxer 
really mean to stand up for his shipmate, or did he just want 
to give the husband a black eye — the husband who prevented 
him from getting at the pretty Indian girl? Who knows? At 
all events, my eye copped it good and hard. But he was 
altogether too sure of winning, for he stood there in front of 
me with his fists up calling out, ‘Box, man, box!’ A kick in 
the balls followed by my own particular kind of butt laid the 
boxer flat. 

Now the fight spread. Van Hue came to my help from the 
kitchen and laid about him with his chow mein stick. Cuic-Cuic 
darted in with a long two-pronged fork and jabbed right and 
left. A Parisian tough, a former pillar of the rue de Lappe 
dance halls, used a chair by way of a club. No doubt feeling 
handicapped by the loss of her panties, Indara withdrew from 
the battle. 

The final count was five Yanks with bad head wounds and 
others with double holes in various parts of their bodies, made 
by Cuic-Cuic’s fork. Blood everywhere. A gleaming black 
Negro policeman had posted hirnself at the door so that no 
one could get out. And it was lucky that he had, because an 
American military police jeep turned up. With their clubs 
raised, the white gaiters tried to force their way in: and since 
they’d seen their own sailors all covered with blood it was 
certainly their intention to revenge them. The black policeman 
shoved them back and put his arm and his truncheon across 
the door, saying, ‘His Majesty’s police.’ 

It was only when the English police arrived that we were 
brought out and put into the black maria. We were taken to 
the police station. Apart from my black eye, none of us was 
hurt, which meant that they did not have much faith in our 
plea of self-defence. At the trial, a week later, the judge 
accepted our statement and let us all go except for Cuic-Cuic, 
who got three months for assault and battery. He had handed 
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out a very great many of his two-pronged stabs, and it was 
difficult to explain them away. 

After that there were six more fights in under a fortnight, 
and we felt we couldn’t go on. The sailors had determined not 
to call it a day, and as the newcomers always had different 
faces, how could we tell who were our friends and who were 
our enemies? 

So we sold the restaurant, not even getting the price we’d 
paid for it. It was true that with the reputation it had acquired, 
the buyers didn’t stand in line for it. 

‘What are we going to do, Hue?’ 

‘Until Cuic-Cuic comes out, let’s rest. We can’t take to the 
donkey and cart again, because they were sold together with 
the stock and the goodwill. The best thing is to do nothing — 
just rest. Then later we’ll see.’ 

Cuic-Cuic came out. He told us he’d been well treated. ‘The 
only thing,’ he said, ‘is that I was near two men who’d been 
condemned to death.’ The English have a disgusting way of 
giving a man with a death sentence forty-five days’ notice that 
he’s going to be hanged high and dry on such-and-such a day 
and at such-and-such an hour and that the King’s reprieve has 
been refused. ‘So,’ said Cuic, ‘every morning the two men 
who were to be topped called out to one another, ‘‘One day 
less, Johnny: only so many days now!’’ And then the other 
would go on shouting insults at his accomplice for hours on 
end.’ Apart from that Cuic-Cuic had had an easy time, and 
they had thought tughly of him. 


The Bamboo Hut 


Pascal Fosco came down from the bauxite mines. He was one 
of the men who’d tried to hold up the Marseilles post-office. 
His accomplice had been guillotined. Pascal was the toughest 
of us all. He was a clever mechanic, but he only made four 
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dollars a day: even so, he always managed to keep one or two 
of the other convicts who were having a bad time. 

This bauxite mine was deep in the bush. A little village had 
grown up round the camp, and the miners and engineers lived 
there. There was a continual stream of aluminium-ore coming 
down to the port to be loaded into the many ships. An idea 
came into my head: why shouldn’t we start a joint in that 
village at the back of beyond? At night the men must be bored 
black — bored through the ground. 

‘That’s quite true,’ said Fosco. ‘It’s not a bleeding fun-fair. 
There’s absolutely nothing.’ 

A little later Indara, Cuic-Cuic, Wan Hue and I were aboard 
a tub steaming up the river: in two days’ time we reached the 
Mackenzie mine. The engineers, overseers and skilled crafts- 
men had a camp made up of comfortable little houses, all 
provided with metal screens against the mosquitoes. But the 
village was revolting. Nothing built of brick, stone or concrete. 
Nothing but mud-and-bamboo huts with palm-frond roofs or, 
on the more modern ones, sheets of corrugated iron. There 
were four horrible overcrowded restaurants with bars. The 
miners had to fight to get a glass of warm beer. Not a single 
place had a refrigerator. 

Pascal was right: there was business to be done in this 
remote backwater. After all, I was making a break, I was on 
the run — this was adventure — I couldn’t live ordinarily, like 
my friends. Working just to make enough to live on didn’t 
interest me at all. 

As the streets were ankle-deep in mud every time it rained 
I picked on a higher place a little back from the middle of the 
village. That way I was sure thet when it rained neither the 
inside nor the surroundings of the building I had in mind would 
be flooded. 

In ten days, helped by the Negro carpenters who worked in 
the mine, we ran up a rectangular hall twenty yards long and 
eight wide. Thirty tables for four would mean that we could 
get a hundred and twenty customers in easily. A raised stage 
for the performance, a bar the width of the room and a dozen 
high stools. Next to this hall another building with eight bed- 
rooms that would easily house sixteen people. 

When I went down to Georgetown to buy the equipment, 
chairs, tables, etc., I took on four splendid black girls to wait 
on the customers. Daya, who used to work in the restaurant, 
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decided to come with us. An Indian girl would thump the old 
piano I’d hired. All that remained for me to do was to fix the 
show. 

After a great deal of trouble and soft soap I managed to 
persuade six girls, two of them Javanese, one Portuguese, one 
Chinese and two just brown, to give up whoring and become 
strip-tease artistes. I bought an old red curtain in a junk shop 
for the start and the finish of the show. 

I went upstream with all my people, hiring a Chinese 
fisherman’s bongo specially for the purpose. A spirit merchant 
had provided me with every conceivable kind of drink on 
credit. He trusted me, and every month I’d pay for what I’d 
sold, checking the inventory, while he would send up new 
supplies as they were needed. An old gramophone and some 
secondhand records would provide music when the pianist 
stopped tormenting the piano. I found an Indian who’d bought 
a theatrical touring company’s wardrobe and I picked out all 
kinds of dresses, petticoats, black and coloured stockings, sus- 
pender belts and bra’s: they were all still in very good con- 
dition, and I chose them for their violent colours. 

Cuic-Cuic bought the chairs, tables and bedding; Indara 
looked after the glasses and everything else needed for the 
bar; I bought the drinks and made all the arrangements for the 
show. We had to go at things very hard to get it all ready in 
a week. Still, we managed it, and the girls and the equipment 
filled the entire boat. 

Two days later we reached the village. The appearance of 
ten girls in this dismal hole, deep in the bush, caused an uproar. 
Each carrying a bundle, we made our way up to the Bamboo 
Hut, which was the name we’d given our joint. The rehearsals 
began. Teaching my artistes to strip was not at all an easy job. 
In the first place because I spoke English very badly, so that 
no one understood what I said; and in the second all their lives 
they’d whipped off their clothes so as to have a quicker turn- 
over of customers. Whereas now it was quite the opposite — 
the slower, the sexier. There were different tactics for each 
girl. And her way of doing it also had to harmonize with her 
clothes. 

There was the Marquise, in a pink corset and a crinoline, 
with long white lace drawers: she undressed slowly behind a 
screen but in front of a large mirror that allowed the audience 
to see every morsel of flesh as she gradually uncovered it. 
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Then there was the Express, a very light café-au-lait girl with 
a smooth belly, a splendid example of cross breeding — a white 
man with an already very light Negress, no doubt. She had a 
lovely, very well proportioned shape, and her colour brought 
it out to perfection. Her long, naturally curling hair fell on to 
her exquisitely rounded shoulders. Full, high breasts, proud in 
spite of their size, with tips hardly any darker than her flesh. 
And we called her the Express. All the parts of her costume 
opened with zips. She appeared in cowboy’s trousers, a wide 
brimmed hat and a white shirt with leather fringes at the wrists. 
She came on to the sound of a military march and kicked off 
her shoes, sending them flying. Her trousers zipped on each 
side and fell straight off in one go. The shirt came off in two 
pieces, with zips on either arm. For the audience the shock 
was terrific, because her naked breasts burst out as though 
they were angry at having been shut in so long. She stood 
there astraddle, with her hands on her hips, her legs and top 
bare, looked the audience straight in the eye and took off her 
hat, tossing it on to a table near the stage. The Express had 
no prudery about taking off her panties, either. She unbuttoned 
them each side and ripped the little object off rather than step 
out of it. She stood there, dressed like Eve, her woolly sex 
showing; and at the same moment another girl passed her a 
huge fan made of white feathers. She opened it wide and hid 
behind it. 

On the opening night the Bamboo Hut was crammed. The 
management of the bauxite mine was there to the last man. 
The show ended with a dance arid it was dawn by the time 
the last customers left. It was a great success: we couldn’t 
have asked for better. There were overheads, but the prices 
were high and that made up for it; and I firmly believed that 
on a great many nights this cabaret in the heart of the bush 
would have more customers than it had room for. 

My four black waitresses couldn’t keep pace with the orders. 
Their skirts were very short, their necklines were very low 
and they had red handkerchiefs on their heads: they made a 
great impression upon the customers. Indara and Daya each 
looked after one part of the room. Van Hue and Cuic-Cuic 
were behind the bar to hand out the orders. And I was every- 
where, putting things right when they went wrong and helping 
out in moments of stress. 

‘It’s a hit for sure,’ said Cuic-Cuic, when the waitresses, 
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artistes and boss were alone once more in the big hall. We all 
ate together as one big family, boss and employees, quite worn 
out but delighted with the result. Everyone went off to bed. 

“Well, Papillon, aren’t you going to get up?’ 

‘What’s the time?’ 

‘Six o’clock in the afternoon,’ said Cuic-Cuic. ‘Your prin- 
cess has been helping us. She’s been up since two. Every- 
thing’s in order and we’re ready to begin again tonight.’ 

Indara appeared with a jug of hot water. Shaved, washed 
and full of life I put my arm round her waist and we walked into 
the Bamboo Hut. There I was met with innumerable questions. 

‘How was it, boss?’ 

‘Did I strip well? Did you think there was any place where 
it was dull?’ 

‘Did I sing more or less in tune? Luckily they aren’t hard 
to please.’ 

I really liked my new team. These tarts turned strip-tease 
artistes took their job seriously and they seemed happy to have 
left their earlier calling. 

We did a roaring trade. The only difficulty was this — all 
these single men and too few girls. Every customer wanted to 
have one with hirn, if not all night long, then at least a good 
deal longer than she would stay — the artistes were particularly 
in demand. This created jealousies. Now and then, when there 
happened to be two girls at the same table, the customers 
would burst out in protest. 

The black girls were much sought-after too, in the first place 
because they were lovely and in the second because there were 
no women at all in the bush. Daya would sometimes go behind 
the bar to serve drinks and then she’d talk to everybody. There 
would be as many as twenty men standing there, enjoying the 
Indian girl’s company — and indeed she was a most uncommon 
beauty. 

So as to do away with jealousy and discontent among the 
customers who wanted an artiste at their table, I set up a 
lottery. There was a big wheel with numbers from one to 
thirty-two — one for each table and two for the bar — that 
decided where the girl should go after each strip-tease turn or 
song. To be in on it, you had to buy a ticket, which was the 
price of a bottle of whiskey or champagne. 

As I saw it this system should have two advantages. In the 
first place it did away with all arguments. The winner had the 
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pleasure of the chick at his table for an hour, all at the cost 
of his bottle. It was brought to him like this: when the artiste 
was mother-naked behind her fan, we span the wheel, and 
when the number came up she got on to a big silver-painted 
wooden tray. Four men took hold of it and carried her to the 
winning table. She uncorked the champagne herself and had 
a drink, still stark naked; then she’d excuse herself and come 
back five minutes later and sit at the table, dressed again. 

For six months everything went fine; but when the rainy 
season was over a new set of customers appeared. These were 
the gold and diamond prospectors, who wandered about all 
over the bush, searching its many alluvial deposits. It was a 
very, very tough life, this looking for gold and diamonds with 
rudimentary equipment. The diggers often killed or robbed 
one another, so everybody carried weapons. And when they 
had a little poke of gold-dust or a handful of diamonds they 
just couldn’t withstand the temptation of flinging it about. The 
girls were given a high commission on each bottle. So obvi- 
ously when they were entwined with the customers they would 
pour their champagne or whiskey into the ice-bucket so as to 
finish the bottle sooner. In spite of all they drank, some cus- 
tomers realized what was going on, and then their reactions 
were so violent that I was forced to have the chairs and tables 
screwed to the floor. 

With these new customers, what was bound to happen did 
happen. We called this particular girl Cinnamon-Flower, on 
account of her skin which was just the colour of cinnamon. 
I’d brought back this new chick from the gutters of George- 
town, and her way of stripping drove the audience right out 
of their minds. 

When it was time for her act, we brought on a white satin 
sofa, and then not only did she strip with some wonderful 
fancy touches, but once she was absolutely naked she’d stretch 
out on the sofa and fondle herself. Her long, tapering fingers 
wandered all over her bare body from top to toe, playing with 
every single part of it. I don’t have to describe the reactions 
of these rough bush characters, already full of drink. 

She was very keen on the main-chance, and to take part in 
the lottery she’d insisted that the players should have to pay 
for two bottles of champagne and not just one, as they did for 
the other girls. There was a big, powerful digger with a bushy 
black beard who’d taken a good many tickets in the hope of 
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winning Cinnamon-Flower, but in vain: and when Indara went 
round selling the numbers for the Flower’s last turn he bought 
the tickets for all thirty tables. The only ones left were the 
two for the bar. 

Our bearded customer was sure of winning now he’d bought 
sixty bottles of champagne, and he confidently waited for 
Cinnamon-Flower’s act and the drawing of the lottery. Cinna- 
mon-Flower had clrunk a great deal that night, and it had gone 
to her head. It was four in the morning when she began her 
last turn. With drink on top of everything else, she was sexier 
than usual, and the things she did were even more suggestive. 
Whirr! We span the wheel, and its little horn pointer was going 
to show who was the winner. 

Having seen the chick’s performance, the bearded type was 
drooling with excitement. He waited, certain they were just 
about to bring her to him naked on the silver plate, with the 
fan over her and two bottles of champagne between her splen- 
did legs. Disaster! The guy with the thirty tickets lost. It was 
number thirty-one that came up — the bar. At first he couldn’t 
really understand: he only fully grasped what had happened 
when he saw the artiste picked up and put down on the bar. 
At that the bloody great fool went right off his head: he 
knocked over the table and reached the bar in three strides. It 
didn’t take him three seconds to bring out his gun and pump 
three shots into the girl. 

Cinnamon-Flower died in my arms. I picked her up after 
having knocked out the brute with an American police black- 
jack I always carried. If I hadn’t been delayed by tripping over 
a waitress and her tray the maniac would never have had time 
to do what he did. Result: the police closed the Bamboo Hut 
and we all went back to Georgetown. 

So here we were at home again. Indara, a genuine Hindu 
fatalist, never changed in her attitude. As far as she was con- 
cerned this disaster was of no importance. We’d do something 
else, that was all. The Chinese were the same and our team 
was as united as ever. Never a word of blame for my crazy 
idea of having the girls drawn by number, although that was 
the idea that had brought us to grief. We scrupulously paid all 
our debts with what we’d been able to save, and we gave 
Cinnamon-Flower’s mother a sum of money. We didn’t worry. 
Every evening we went to the bar where the lags all met. We 
spent some very happy evenings there, but what with all the 


522 


war-time restrictions, I began to grow tired of Georgetown. 
What’s more, up till now my princess had never been jealous 
and I had been as free as a bird: but now she never let me 
move an inch without her, and she’d sit close to me for hours 
and hours, no matter where we were. 

The possibilities of doing business in Georgetown grew 
fainter. So one fine day I was seized with a longing to leave 
British Guiana for some other country. There was no danger 
about it, because this was war-time. No country would hand 
us back; or at least that was what I thought. 


Break from Georgetown 


Guittou was of the same opinion. He too thought there must 
be countries where it would be easier to make a living than 
British Guiana. We began to prepare for a break. For indeed, 
leaving British Guiana was a very serious crime. There was a 
war on and we none of us had a passport. 

Three months before this Chapar had escaped from Cayenne, 
having been un-interned. He was now making ices in a Chinese 
cake-shop for one dollar fifty a day. He wanted to quit George- 
town too. And there were two others who wanted to come — 
a lag from Dijon called Deplanque and another guy from 
Bordeaux. Cuic-Cuic and Van Hue preferred to stay. They 
were quite happy here. 

The mouth of the Demerara river was very carefully watched 
and guarded by nests of machine-guns, torpedo-tubes and 
heavy artillery, so we decided to make an exact copy of a 
fishing-boat registered at Georgetown and sail out, passing 
ourselves off as the same vessel. I blamed myself for being 
ungrateful to Indara and for not returning her total devotion 
as I ought. But there was nothing I could do about it: she 
clung to me so these days that it got on my nerves — she 
angered me. There are plain, uncomplicated beings who don’t 
hold back their desires in any way and they don’t wait for 
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their lovers to take the first step. This Indian girl behaved 
exactly like the two Goajira sisters. As soon as their senses 
felt like coming into flower they offered themselves, and if 
you didn’t take them, then there was all hell to pay. Deep 
inside them there grew up a gnawing, lasting unhappiness, and 
this distressed me all the more since I hadn’t the least wish 
to hurt Indara, any more than I had wanted to hurt Lali and 
Zoraima. I was obliged to force myself so that she should 
enjoy herself as much as possible in my arms. 

The other day I watched the prettiest miming to express 
emotion that can possibly be imagined. There exists a sort of 
modern slavery in British Guiana. Javanese come to work in 
the cotton, sugar or cocoa plantations with five or ten year 
contracts. Husband and wife are both obliged to go out and 
work every day except when they are sick. But if the doctor 
doesn’t agree that they are, they have to do an extra month’s 
work at the end of their contract by way of punishment. And 
there are other months for other minor faults. They are all 
great gamblers and so they run into debt with the plantation; 
and they sign on for an additional period of one or more years 
so as to pay their creditors with the bonus they get for signing. 

Generally speaking they never get free at all. They would 
stake their wives and keep their words exactly if they lost, but 
there was one thing they held sacred — their children. They do 
all they possibly can to keep them free. They put up with very 
great difficulties and privations, but they overcome them, and 
it is extremely rare for any of their children to sign a contract 
with a plantation. 

So on this particular day it was the marriage of an Indian 
girl. Everybody was dressed in long gowns, the women in 
white veils and the men in white robes that came down to 
their feet. Quantities of orange blossom. After a good many 
religious ceremonies things had reached the point where the 
husband was to carry off his wife. The guests were standing 
there at the door of the house, the women on the right and the 
men on the left. The door was open, and there on the threshold 
sat the mother and father. The newly-married couple kissed 
the members of their family and walked between the two lines 
of people — lines that were some yards long. Suddenly the 
bride broke away from her husband’s arm and ran to her 
mother. The mother hid her eyes with one hand and with the 
other she waved the girl back to the husband. 
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The young man held out his arms and called her: her move- 
ments showed that she couldn’t tell what to do. Her mother 
had borne her: her gestures made one see the birth. Then her 
mother had suckled her. Could she forget all that to follow 
the man she loved? Maybe: but don’t be in such a hurry, said 
her hands; just wait a moment and let me gaze a little longer 
at these dear parents of mine who, until I met you, were all I 
had to live for. 

Then his gestures showed that life required that she too 
should be a wife and a mother. And all this went on to the 
sound of the girls’ chanting and the answering song of the 
boys. Finally, having once more escaped from her husband’s 
embrace and having kissed her parents, she ran a few steps 
and leapt into his arms. He hurried her off and took her away 
in the little flower-covered cart that was waiting for them. 

We prepared the break with scrupulous care. We got a long, 
broad boat ready, with a good mainsail and jib and a first-class 
rudder, taking care the police shouldn’t see what we were 
doing. We hid it downstream frora our district in Penitence 
River, a tributary of the Demerara. It had exactly the same 
paintwork and number as a Chinese fishing boat registered in 
Georgetown. If a searchlight picked it out, only the crew would 
look different. To make the deception perfect we’d have to 
squat, because the Chinese in the boat we were copying were 
wizened little characters, whereas we were all big men. 

It all went without a hitch and we ran out of the Demerara 
river in triumph, getting right out to sea. But in spite of the 
pleasure of having got away and of having avoided the danger 
of being discovered, I couldn’t savour it to the full: there was 
just one thing that rather spoilt it for me, and that was having 
stolen off without a word to my Indian princess. I was not 
pleased with myself. She, her father and all her people had 
done me nothing but good and I was making a poor return. I 
didn’t try and find reasons to justify my behaviour. It seemed 
to me that what I was doing wasn’t at all pretty, and I wasn’t 
in the least proud of myself. I’d left six hundred dollars just 
lying there on the table; but money doesn’t pay for the kind 
of things I’d been given. 

We were to steer due north for forty-eight hours. I’d returned 
to my old idea and I wanted to reach British Honduras: that 
would mean two days and more on the open sea. 

The party was made up of five men, Guittou, Chapar, 
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Barriére from Bordeaux, Deplanque from Dijon, and me, Papil- 
lon, captain in charge of navigation. We’d hardly been thirty 
hours at sea before we ran into an appalling storm, followed 
by a kind of typhoon — a cyclone. Thunder, lightning, rain, 
huge irregular waves, hurricane-force whirlwinds, and we were 
carried along, quite unable to resist, in a wild ride over such 
a sea as I had never seen or even imagined. For the first time 
in my experience the trade-winds were completely done away 
with by these furious blasts, and the storm took us racing down 
in the opposite direction. If it had lasted a week we should 
have been right back in penal. 

It was a memorable cyclone, as Monsieur Agostini, the 
French consul, told me later in Trinidad. He’d had more than 
six thousand coconut palms destroyed in his plantation — the 
cyclone had snapped them off at head height. Houses were 
picked up and carried a great way, falling back on to the land 
or out at sea. We lost everything — stores, baggage and even 
our water barrels. The mast broke about six feet up; the sails 
carried away; and worst of all, the rudder broke. By some 
miracle Chapar managed to save a small paddle, and it was 
with that little spade-like object that I tried to steer the boat. 
We all stripped to the skin to make some sort of a sail: every- 
thing went into it — jackets, trousers, shirts. We were all five 
of us down to our drawers. Our stump of a mast and this sail, 
made up of our clothes and held together with a coil of wire 
that happened to be aboard, meant that we could make some- 
thing like progress. 

The trade-winds came back, blowing in their natural direc- 
tion, and I took advantage of this to head due south to reach 
land — any land, even British Guiana. The sentence waiting 
for us there would have been a welcome relief. During and 
after this — I won’t call it a storm because that’s not strong 
enough — this upheaval, this prodigious turmoil, or rather this 
cyclone, my companions behaved splendidly. 

It was not until six days later — two of them dead calm — 
that we saw land. Our scrap of sail drew in spite of its holes, 
but even so we couldn’t take the wind as I should have liked; 
and the little paddle was not up to steering the boat accurately 
or steadily. Since we were all naked we were horribly sunburnt 
all over our bodies, and that diminished our resistance. We 
none of us had any skin left on our noses — every nose aboard 
was flayed. Lips, feet, thighs and the flesh between our thighs 
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were all in the same state: completely raw. We were so tortured 
by thirst that Deplanque and Chapar went so far as to drink 
salt water. After that they suffered even worse. In spite of our 
thirst and our gnawing hunger, there was one good thing — no 
one, absolutely no one, complained. No one handed out any 
advice, either. If anyone chose to drink salt water or throw it 
over himself, saying it cooled him, he could do so and find 
out all by himself that it bit into his wounds and made him 
even hotter when it evaporated. 

I was the only one to have a completely open, healthy eye; 
all the others were suppurating and constantly gumming up. 
This meant they had to bathe their eyes however much it hurt, 
because they had to be able to open their eyes and see properly. 
The furious sun beat down on our sores with such force 
that we could hardly bear it. Deplanque was half out of his 
mind, and he kept on talking about throwing himself into 
the sea. 

For the last hour it had seemed to me that I could make out 
land on the horizon. Of course I steered for it straight away, 
but without saying anything, because I was not sure. Birds 
appeared and flew around us: so I hadn’t been mistaken. Their 
cries roused my companions, who were lying in the bottom 
of the boat, stupefied by the sun and their weariness — they 
lay there shielding their faces with their arms. 

Guittou rinsed his mouth so as to be able to speak and said, 
‘Do you see the land, Papi?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘How long do you think it'll take us to get there?’ 

‘Between five and seven hours. Listen, brothers: I’m all in. 
I’ve got the same sunburn as you, and on top of that my 
buttocks are raw with the rubbing of the wood and the salt 
water. There’s not much wind, and we’re only going along 
slowly: the muscles of my arms are cramping all the time and 
so are my hands, worn out with gripping this paddle I use as 
a rudder. Will you agree to what I say, now? Let’s lower the 
sail and spread it over the boat like an awning to shelter us 
from this bloody sun until night falls. The boat’ ll drift towards 
the land all by itself. That’s what we must do unless one of 
you will take my place steering.’ 

‘No, no, Papi. Let’s do what you say, and all of us except 
one sleep in the shadow of the sail.’ 

The sun was just beyond its height when I put this decision 
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to them. With an animal pleasure and relief I stretched out in 
the bottom of the boat, in the shade at last. My friends gave 
me the best place, so that I could get the outside air, coming 
in over the bows. The one keeping watch sat up, but he too 
was in the shadow. Everybody, including him, soon dropped 
off. We were shattered with tiredness, and were so delighted 
in this awning, sheltering us at last from the pitiless sun, that 
we sank into a profound sleep. 

All at once every man aboard was woken by the howl of a 
siren. I pushed back the sail: outside it was dark. What time 
could it be? When I sat there in my place at the rudder a cool 
breeze whispered over my poor flayed body and straight away 
I was cold. But what a delightful feeling not to be on fire any 
more! We hoisted the sail. When I’d bathed my face in sea- 
water — fortunately there was only one suppurating eye that 
hurt — I could see land very clearly both to my right and my 
left. Where were we? Which of the two should I make for? 
Again we heard the howling of the siren. I located it: it was 
coming from the land on my right. What the hell was it trying 
to tell me? 

‘Where do you think we are, Papi?’ asked Chapar. 

‘Frankly, I don’t know. If that land isn’t an island and all 
this is a gulf, then maybe we’re at the tip of British Guiana, 
the part that runs. out as far as the Orinoco [the great Vene- 
zuelan river that makes the frontier]. But if there’s a pretty 
considerable distance between the land on the right and the 
land on the left, then that point is an island, and it’s Trinidad. 
And in that case the one on the left would be Venezuela, which 
would mean we’re in the Gulf of Paria.’ 

The charts I’d happened to study showed me that this was 
the choice. If it was Trinidad to the right and Venezuela to 
the left, which should we choose? Our fate would depend upon 
the decision. This fine fresh breeze would make it quite easy 
to run for either shore. For the moment we were moving neither 
towards the one nor the other. There were rosbifs on Trinidad 
— the same government as British Guiana. 

“We’re sure of being well treated,’ said Guittou. 

“Yes, but what are they going to say about our having left 
their territory illegally in war-time?’ 

“What do you know about Venezuela?’ 

‘There’s no telling what it’s like now,’ said Deplanque. ‘In 
President Gomez’ time escaped convicts were made to work 
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on the roads in wicked conditions and then they were handed 
back to France.’ 

‘Yes, but it’s not the same now. There’s a war on.’ 

“According to what I heard in Georgetown, they’re not at 
war. They’re neutral.’ 

‘Are you sure of that?’ 

‘Dead sure.’ 

“Well, in that case it would be dangerous for us.’ 

We could see the lights on land both to the right and to the 
left. The siren again, and this time it gave three quick howls. 
Lights flashed at us from the right-hand shore. The moon had 
just risen, far ahead of us, but on our path. Right in front of 
us two huge pointed black rocks soared up from the water. So 
that must be what the siren was for — it was warning us that 
the place was dangerous. 

‘Why, look! Buoys. A whole string of them. Why don’t we 
tie up and wait for daylight? Chapar, lower the sail.’ 

Straight away he let go the collection of trousers and shirts 
that I so pompously called the sail. I braked with my paddle 
and brought the boat’s bows to one of these ‘buoys’. Fortu- 
nately there was a fair length of rope so well tied to the 
mooring ring that the cyclone had not been able to rip it off. 
There we were, made fast. Not moored directly to this strange 
looking buoy, because there was nothing on its surface to get 
a hold on, but to the cable that linked it to another a little 
farther on. They were no doubt there to mark a channel, and 
so there we rode, firmly moored to the cable. Without bothering 
about the howling that still kept on coming from the shore to 
our right we all lay down in the bottom of the boat, sheltering 
ourselves from the wind with the sail. I had been chilled 
through and through by the breeze and the night air, but now 
a gentle warmth flooded over me and I was certainly one of 
the first to go fast asleep. 

The day was clear and bright when I woke up. The sun was 
rising: there was quite a sea running, and the blue-green of 
the water showed that the bottom was coral. 

“What are we going to do? Shall we make up our minds to 
go ashore? This hunger and thirst are killing me.’ 

This was the first time anyone had complained since the 
beginning of these days with nothing to eat — just seven of 
them now. 

“We’re so close in it’d be no great crime,’ said Chapar. 
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Sitting there in the stern and looking right ahead beyond 
the huge rocks that rose from the sea, I could plainly see the 
great cleft in the land. So it was Trinidad to our right and 
Venezuela to our left. There was no sort of doubt that we were 
in the Gulf of Paria; and the reason why the water was blue 
and not yellow from the current of the Orinoco was that we 
were lying in the channel of the current that passes between 
the two countries and then runs far out to sea. 

‘What are we going to do? That’s for all of you guys to 
say: it’s too serious for just one man to take the decision. To 
the right, that’s the English island of Trinidad. To the left, 
Venezuela. Which do you want to go to? We ought to get 
ashore as quickly as possible, our boat and ourselves in the 
state we are. There are two time-expired men here, Guitton 
and Barriére. The other three, Chapar, Deplanque and me, run 
a greater risk. It’s for us to decide. What do you people say?’ 

‘The wisest thing is to go to Trinidad. Venezuela — we know 
nothing about it.’ 

‘There’s no need to make any decision,’ said Deplanque. 
‘This launch that’s coming will make it for us.’ 

And there in fact was a launch, coming fast in our direction. 
Here it was: it stopped fifty yards away. A man was picking 
up a loud-hailer. [ caught sight of a flag — not an English flag. 
It was a flag I’d never seen before, a very beautiful flag all 
covered with stars. It must be Venezuelan. Later it was to be 
‘my flag’, the standard of my new country and the most moving 
of all symbols for me — a symbol that meant that I, like every 
other ordinary man, had concentrated all the noblest qualities 
of a great nation, of my nation, into a scrap of cloth. 

‘Quien son vosotros? (Who are you?)’ 

“We’re French.’ 

‘Estan locos? (Are you mad?) 

‘Why?’ 

‘Porque son encarados a mines (Because you are tied up 
to a mine).’ 

‘Is that why you don’t come any closer?’ 

“Yes. Cast off right away.’ 

‘OK.’ 

Chapar had undone the rope in three seconds. We’d been 
moored to a string of floating mines. We went alongside the 
launch, and its captain told us that it was a miracle we had 
not been blown up. They didn’t come aboard, but handed us 
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coffee, hot milk with plenty of sugar in it, and some cigarettes. 

‘Go to Venezuela. You’ll be well treated, I promise you. 
We can’t tow you in because we’re on our way to pick up a 
badly wounded man on the Barimas lighthouse — it’s urgent. 
Whatever you do don’t try to run for Trinidad, because it’s 
ten to one you’ll hit a mine. And then...’ 

Calling out ‘Adios, buena suerte (Good-bye, good luck)’ 
the launch went off. They left us two bottles of milk. We 
hoisted the sail. It was ten in the morning, my stomach was 
beginning to return to normal, thanks to the coffee and hot 
milk, and I had a cigarette in my mouth when I ran ashore, 
taking no sort of precautions and landing on the soft sand of 
a beach with some fifty people on it — they had all come down 
to watch the arrival of this strange craft with its stump of a 
mast and a sail made of jackets, trousers and shirts. 
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Thirteenth Exercise-Book 
Venezuela 


The Fishermen of Irapa 


I discovered a world, a people, and a civilization that were 
entirely unknown to me. Those first moments on Venezuelan 
soil were so moving that it would need more than my small 
amount of talent to explain, express and describe the atmos- 
phere — the welcome these warm, open-handed people gave 
us. Some of the men were black, others white; but the great 
majority were a very light colour — that of a European after 
several days in the sun: and they almost all had their trousers 
rolled up to the knees. 

‘Poor fellows, what a state you’re in!’ they said. 

The fishing village where we’d landed was called Irapa, and 
administratively it belonged to the state of Sucre. All the 
women without exception turned themselves into nurses, nuns 
and guardian angels. The young ones (every one of them pretty 
— rather small, but Lord, how graceful), the middle-aged and 
the really old. They took us all to a house where they had 
hung five woollen hammocks and set out a table and chairs 
in the lean-to, and there they rubbed us from head to foot with 
cocoa butter. Not an inch of raw flesh was overlooked. We 
were dying of hunger and exhaustion and our long fast had 
brought on a fair degree of dehydration: these fishing people 
knew very well that we should sleep but that we should also 
eat'small quantities at a time. 

We each of us lay at our ease in a hammock, and even 
while we were sleeping, we were given little spoonfuls of food 
by our amateur nurses. My strength completely deserted me 
the moment they laid me in my hammock with my naked 
sores covered with the cocoa butter, and I collapsed entirely, 
sleeping, eating and drinking without really knowing what was 
going on around me. 

My empty stomach would not hold the first spoonfuls of 
their kind of tapioca. I wasn’t the only one, either. We all of 
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us threw up at least some of the food these kind women put 
into our mouths, and we did so several times. 

The people of this village were exceedingly poor, but there 
was not a single one of them that did not help us. In three 
days’ time, thanks to the care they took and to our youth we 
were almost on our feet again. We got up for hours on end, 
and sitting there under the cool shade of the palm fronds of 
the lean-to my friends and I talked to the people of Irapa. 
They were not wealthy enough tc dress us all in one go, so 
they formed little groups, one looking after Guittou, 
another after Deplanque, etc. There were nearly a dozen who 
took care of me. The first days they dressed us in any old 
clothes that came to hand — old, but scrupulously clean. Now 
every time they could they bought us a new shirt, a pair of 
trousers, a belt, a pair of shoes. Among the women who 
looked after me there were two very young girls: they looked 
mostly Indian, but there must already have been a mixture of 
Spanish or Portuguese blood. One was called Tibisay and 
the other Nenita. They bought me a shirt, a pair of trousers 
and a pair of the shoes they called aspargatas. They had heel- 
less leather soles and their uppers were made of plaited cloth. 
The cloth only covered the instep and heel — it left the toes 
free. 

‘There’s no need to ask where you come from. We can see 
from your tattooings that you escaped from the French penal 
settlement.’ 

That moved me even more deeply. What! Knowing that we 
were men condemned for serious crimes, men who had escaped 
from a prison whose harshness they knew from magazines and 
newspapers, these humble people thought it quite natural to 
take us in and help us? It is already a striking proof of goodness 
when a fairly well-to-do or wealthy man gives another clothes, 
or when, from his copious store, he gives food to hungry 
strangers. But there is something truly wonderful about cutting 
a home-baked cassava or maize loaf in two when it’s insuf- 
ficient for you and your own family; sharing a meal — that 
was not enough in the first place -- with a stranger, a fugitive 
from justice into the bargain. 

This morning everybody was very quiet, both men and 
women too. They seemed concerned and worried. What was 
up? Tibisay and Nenita were with me. I’d managed to shave 
for the first time for a fortnight, for now it was a week since 
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we’d been with these great-hearted people. A thin film of skin 
had formed over my burns, so I was able to use a razor. 
Because of my beard, these girls had only had a vague notion 
of my age. They were absolutely delighted to find that I was 
young, and they naively told me so. Yet I was thirty-five, 
although I only Jooked twenty-eight or thirty. Yes, I could 
certainly feel that all these hospitable men and women were 
worried for us. 

“What can be happening? Tell me, Tibisay, what’s the 
matter?’ 

“We’re expecting the authorities from Guiria, a village near 
Irapa. There’s no administrator here, and the police know about 
your being with us, though we can’t tell how. Anyway they’re 
going to come.’ 

A tall and lovely black girl came to see me, bringing with 
her a splendidly-proportioned young man, bare to the waist 
and with his trousers rolled up to his knees. In Venezuela they 
often call coloured women La Negrita as a pet name — there 
is no kind of religious or racial discrimination about it whatso- 
ever. So La Negrita said to me, ‘Sefior Enrique [Monsieur 
Henri], the police are coming. I don’t know whether they’re 
going to do you harm or not. Would you like us to hide you 
in the mountains for a while? My brother could take you to a 
hut where no one would ever find you. Tibisay, Nenita and 
me, between us we would bring you food every day and tell 
you what was going on.’ 

I was very deeply touched and I tried to kiss the noble girl’s 
hand, but she pulled it away, and very sweetly and chastely 
kissed me on the cheek. 

A party of horsemen arrived at a gallop. They all had mach- 
etes, the long knives used for cutting sugar cane, hanging 
like swords at their left sides; and they all had a broad, full 
cartridge-belt with a huge revolver in a holster. They dis- 
mounted. A tall, lean man with a Mongolian-looking face, the 
slit eyes of an Indian and a copper-coloured skin — a man of 
about forty — came towards us. He was wearing an enormous 
rice-straw hat. 

‘Good morning. I am the administrator.’ 

‘Good morning, sefior.’ 

“You people, why didn’t you tell us you had five escaped 
French prisoners here? I’m told they’ve been in Irapa a week. 
Answer me.’ 
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“We were waiting for them to be able to walk and for their 
burns to heal.’ 

“We’ve come to fetch them and take them to Guiria. A lorry 
is on its way.’ 

‘Coffee?’ 

“Yes, please.’ 

We sat there in a circle and everybody had some coffee. I 
considered the administrator and his men. They did not seem 
wicked. I had the impression that they were obeying orders 
from above without necessarily agreeing with them. 

‘Have you escaped from Devil’s Island?’ 

‘No, we come from Georgetown, in British Guiana.’ 

“Why didn’t you stay there?’ 

‘It’s hard to earn a living in those parts.’ 

He smiled and said, ‘You think you’ll be better off here 
than with the English?’ 

“Yes, because we’re Latins, like you.’ 

A group of seven or eight men came towards our circle. 
They were led by a white-haired man of about fifty with very 
light chocolate-coloured skin. He was five foot eight, and his 
huge black eyes showed remarkable intelligence and strength 
of mind. His right hand rested on the hilt of a machete hanging 
at his side. 

‘Chief, what are you going to do with these men?’ 

‘I’m going to take them to the prison at Guiria.’ 

‘Why don’t you let them stav with us, living with our 
families? Each will take one.’ 

‘It’s impossible — I have orders from the governor.’ 

‘But they’ve committed no crirne on Venezuelan soil.’ 

‘I agree. But still, these are very dangerous men; because 
to be sent to the French penal settlements they must have been 
guilty of really serious crimes. What’s more, they’ ve escaped 
without any papers, and their country will certainly ask for 
them back when it’s known they’re in Venezuela.’ 

“We want to keep them with us.’ 

‘Impossible — governor’s orders.’ 

‘Everything’s possible. What does the governor know about 
truly unfortunate people? A man is never lost. Whatever he 
may have done, there’s always some moment in his life when 
he has a chance of retrieving himself and becoming a good 
and useful member of the community. Isn’t that right, all of 
you?’ 
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‘Yes,’ said all the men and women with one voice. ‘Leave 
them with us and we’ll help them make a new life for them- 
selves. In a week we’ve come to know them quite well enough 
to be sure they’re decent people.’ 

‘People more civilized than we are have shut them up in 
cells so they should do no more harm,’ said the administrator. 

“What do you mean by civilization, Chief?’ I asked. ‘Do 
you think that because we have lifts, aeroplanes and a train 
that runs under the ground it proves the French are more 
civilized than these people who have taken us in and looked 
after us? Let me tell you that in my humble opinion the greater 
human civilization and the greater understanding is to be found 
in each member of this community, living simply and natur- 
ally; even if it is a community that lacks all the advantages of 
an industrial civilization. But though they may not have the 
benefits of progress, they have a much higher notion of Chris- 
tian charity than all the other so-called civilized nations in the 
world. I’d rather have a man belonging to this village, unable 
to read or write, than a Sorbonne graduate, if that meant he 
would come to have the heart of the lawyer who got me sent 
down. The first is always a man; the other has forgotten how 
to be one.’ 

‘I know what you mean. Still, I’m just obeying orders. 
Here’s the lorry coming. Please make it easier for me and 
behave so that everything passes off without a scene.’ 

Each group of women embraced the man they’d looked 
after. Tibisay, Nenita and La Negrita wept bitterly as they 
kissed me. All the men shook us by the hand, thus showing 
how it grieved them to see us going off to prison. 

Farewell, people of Irapa, who had the nobility and courage 
to stand up to the authorities of your own country, and to 
criticize them so as to protect a band of poor devils unknown 
to you only a few days before. For me the bread that I ate 
among you, the bread you had strength enough to take from 
your own mouths to give to me, the bread that symbolizes the 
brotherhood of man, was the sublime example of the ancient 
wisdom — Thou shalt not kill: thou shalt do good unto those 
that suffer even if thou thyself must go hungry: always help 
those more unfortunate than thou. ‘And if one day I am free,’ 
I went on to myself, ‘Pll help others whenever I can, as I’ve 
been taught to do by these first Venezuelans I’ve ever come 
across.’ And later I was to meet a great many more. 
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El Dorado Prison 


Two hours later we reached a big village, a seaport that 
aspired to be a town: its name was Guiria. The administrator 
handed us over to the district chief of police himself. They 
treated us fairly well in the police station, but we were closely 
questioned, and the stupid official in charge of the interrogation 
absolutely refused to believe that we had come from British 
Guiana, where we had been free. And on top of that, when he 
asked us to explain how we came to reach Venezuela so 
exhausted and in such a state of destitution after so short a 
voyage as that from Georgetown to the Gulf of Paria, and I 
told him about the cyclone, he said we were making game of 
him. 

‘Two big banana-boats sunk in that storm, crew and all,’ 
he said, ‘and so did a ship loaded with bauxite. And you tell 
me you lived through it in a sixteen foot boat, open to the 
four winds? Who can believe such stuff? Even the old fool 
who begs in the market-place couldn’t swallow that one. 
You’re lying: there’s something very dubious about your 
whole story.’ 

‘Check what I say at Georgetown.’ 

‘I don’t want to make myself a laughing-stock for the 
English.’ 

I don’t know what kind of a report this stupid, obstinate, 
unbelieving pompous fool of a secretary wrote or who he sent 
it to, but in any case we were woken up at five o’clock one 
morning, chained together and put aboard a lorry for an 
unknown destination.’ 

As I’ve said, the port of Guiria is on the Gulf of Paria, over 
against Trinidad. It also has the advantage of being on the 
mouth of a huge river, the Orinoco, which is almost as big as 
the Amazon. 

There we were, the five of us chained and ten policemen to 
look after us, and we travelled in the direction of Ciudad 
Bolivar, a big town that was the capital of the state of Bolivar. 
On these earth roads the journey was very tiring; we were all 
of us, prisoners and police, jerked and flung about like so 
many sacks of potatoes in the back of the lurching, bounding 
lorry; and it lasted for five days on end. Every night we slept 
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in the lorry and the next morning we set off again on this mad 
rush towards God knows where. 

At last, five or six hundred miles from the sea, we reached 
our journey’s end: it was where the earth road through the 
virgin forest from Ciudad Bolivar to El Dorado came to a halt. 
Both guards and prisoners, we were utterly exhausted by the 
time we reached the village. 

Let me tell you about this E] Dorado. To begin with it was 
the great hope of the Spanish conquistadores who saw that the 
Indians from those parts possessed gold and who firmly 
believed that there was a mountain of gold there: or if not 
entirely of gold then at least half gold and half earth. Now El 
Dorado is a village on the bank of a river full of caribes, of 
piranhas, those carnivorous fish that can entirely devour a man 
or an animal in a few minutes, and of tembladores — electric 
eels that instantly knock out their victim with an electric shock 
and then later suck his rotting carcass. In the middle of the 
river there is an island, and on the island there was a real 
genuine concentration camp. This was the Venezuelan penal 
settlement. 

This hard-labour colony was the roughest thing I’d ever 
seen in my life: and it was the most savagely inhuman, too, 
because of the way the men were knocked about. It formed a 
square, each side being a hundred and fifty yards long, and it 
was surrounded by barbed wire. There were close on four 
hundred men who slept there in the open air, because there 
were only a few zinc-roofed shelters scattered here and there 
about the camp. 

We were not asked for any explanation and we were given 
none: we were clapped into this prison of El Dorado the 
moment we arrived in the lorry at three in the afternoon, 
exhausted and in chains. They didn’t trouble to write down 
our names or ever ask them; but at half past three we were 
called out — two of us were given shovels and the other three 
picks. Five soldiers surrounded us: they carried rifles and bull’s 
pizzles and they were commanded by a corporal. Under the 
threat of being beaten we were forced to march to a place 
where men were working. We grasped straight away that the 
prison guards were. putting on a demonstration of strength and 
that it would be extremely dangerous to disobey for the 
moment. We’d see about it later. 

When we got to the place where the men were working 
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they made us dig a trench along the side of a road they were 
driving through the virgin forest. We set to without a word 
and each one of us worked steadily, as far as his strength 
would allow. This didn’t prevent us from hearing the insults 
and the savage blows that rained down on the prisoners without 
a pause. Not one of us was beaten. The object of putting us 
to work like this the moment we arrived was above all to let 
us see how prisoners were treated here. 

It was a Saturday. Sweating and dusty, we were taken into 
the camp when our work was over, but still without any formal- 
ities of any kind. 

‘The five Frenchmen, over here!’ It was the presso corporal 
speaking — the provost. He was a six-foot half-caste and he 
carried a bull’s pizzle in his hand. This foul brute was in 
charge of discipline, but only inside the camp. We were shown 
where to sling our hammocks: it was in the open air, near the 
gate. But at least there were some sheets of corrugated iron, 
which meant that we would be sheltered from the sun and the 
rain. 

The great majority of the prisoners were Colombians: the 
rest Venezuelans. None of the punishment camps in our penal 
settlement could compare with this labour-colony for brutality. 
The treatment these men underwent would have killed a mule. 
Yet nearly all of them were remarkably well, because there 
was one thing about the place -. there was an extraordinary 
amount of food and it was very 300d. 

We held a little council of war. If any one of us was hit by 
a soldier, the best thing for us was to lie flat on the ground 
and not get up whatever they did to us. It would certainly 
reach the ears of an officer and then we could ask him how 
we came to be in this hard-labour prison without having com- 
mitted any crime. The two time-expired men, Guittou and 
Barriére, spoke about asking to be handed back to France. 
Then we decided to call the presso corporal. I was the one 
who was to speak to him. They called him Negro Blanco 
[the White Negro]. Guittou went and fetched him. The brute 
appeared, still carrying his bull’s pizzle. The five of us sur- 
rounded him. 

“What do you want with me?’ 

I spoke. ‘We want to tell you just one thing. We’ll never 
disobey any of the rules here, so there’!I be no reason for you 
to hit us. But we’ ve noticed that you lash out quite unprovoked, 
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hitting whoever happens to be within your reach. That’s why 
we asked you to come here for us to tell you that the day you 
hit any one of us, you’re a dead man. Do you get my meaning?’ 

‘Yes,’ said Negro Blanco. 

‘One last piece of advice.’ 

‘What?’ he said in a toneless voice. 

‘If what I’ve just said has to be repeated, let it be to an 
officer, not to a soldier.’ 

‘OK.” And he went off. 

All this happened on a Sunday, the day the prisoners didn’t 
go to work. An officer appeared. ‘What’s your name?’ 

‘Papillon.’ 

“You’re the leader of the Frenchmen?’ 

‘There are five of us and we’re all leaders.’ 

‘Why was it you that acted as spokesman with the provost?’ 

‘Because I speak Spanish best.’ 

The man who was talking to me was a captain in the National 
Guard. He told me that he was not the commanding officer — 
there were two others above him, but they weren’t there. He’d 
been in command since our arrival. The other two would come 
back on Tuesday. ‘Speaking in your own name and in the 
name of your friends you have threatened to kill the provost 
if he hits any one of you. Is that true?’ 

“Yes, and it is <. very serious threat. But I also said we’d 
do nothing that would in any way justify corporal punishment. 
As you know, Captain, no court has sentenced us, because 
we’ve committed no crime in Venezuela.’ 

‘IT know nothing about it. You reached the camp with no 
papers at all, only a note from the chief who’s in the village, 
saying ‘‘Put these men to work as soon as they arrive.’’’ 

“Well, Captain, since you’re a soldier, be fair enough to 
have your men told not to treat us like other prisoners, until 
your chiefs get here. Once again I assure you we’ve not been 
condemned and it’s impossible that we should be, because 
we’ve committed no crime of any sort in Venezuela.’ 

‘All right: P’ll give orders accordingly. I hope you haven’t 
lied to me.’ 

I had plenty of time that Sunday afternoon to study the other 
prisoners. The first thing that struck me was that physically 
they were all in good shape. Secondly, that blows were such 
an everyday matter, were handed out so freely, that they’d 
grown used to them — so much so that even on Sunday, the 
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day of rest, when they could easily have avoided them by 
behaving properly, they seemed to take a masochistic pleasure 
in playing with fire. They never stopped doing things that were 
forbidden — playing craps, stuffing a boy in the latrines, stealing 
from other prisoners, calling out obscene words to the women 
who came from the village bringing sweets or cigarettes for 
the prisoners. They also traded things — a plaited basket or a 
carving for a few coins or packets of cigarettes. Well, there 
were some prisoners who managed to grab what the woman 
was offering through the barbed wire, run off without giving 
anything in exchange and hide among the other men. It all 
amounted to this: corporal punishment was dealt out so 
unjustly and so capriciously that the prisoners were thoroughly 
hardened to it; the reign of terror in the camp neither benefited 
society nor kept order — it had no sort of good effect whatsoever 
upon the unfortunate prisoners. 

With its silence, the solitary confinement prison of Saint- 
Joseph was far more dreadful than this. Here the fear only 
lasted a matter of moments, and what with being able to talk 
at night, on Sundays and at times when there was no work, 
and with the great quantities of good food, a man could very 
well manage his sentence, which never exceeded five years in 
any case. 

We spent Sunday smoking and drinking coffee, talking 
among ourselves. A few Colombians came over to us; we 
kindly but firmly sent them about their business. We had to 
be looked upon as prisoners of a different kind: otherwise we 
should be done for. 

At six o’clock on Monday morning, after a hearty breakfast, 
we marched out to work with the others. This was how the 
job was set in hand: two lines of men opposite one another — 
fifty prisoners, fifty soldiers. One soldier to each prisoner. 
Between the two ranks, fifty tools: picks, shovels or axes. The 
two lines watched one another. The line of prisoners all on 
edge; the line of soldiers eager and sadistic. 

A sergeant bawled out, ‘So-and-So, pick!’ 

The poor bastard rushed forward and the moment he caught 
it up, put it on his shoulder and raced off towards his work, 
the sergeant shouted, ‘Private number so-and-so!’ The soldier 
tore along after the wretched prisoner, flogging him with his 
bull’s pizzle. This horrible spectacle was repeated twice a day. 
Anyone would have thought that the place between the camp 
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and the working site was filled with donkey drivers beating 
their animals along at full speed. As we waited for our turn 
we were rigid with apprehension. Fortunately it was different 
for us. ‘You five Frenchmen, come here! The young ones take 
these pick-axes and the older ones these two shovels.’ 

We did not run to the working site, but we walked there 
very briskly, escorted by four soldiers and a corporal. This 
day was longer ancl more sickening than the first. There were 
some men who were specially picked upon, and when they 
were completely exhausted they flung themselves down on 
their knees howling like madmen and begging not to be hit 
any more. In the afternoon the men had to make one big pile 
from several heaps of logs that had not burnt away properly. 
Others had to clean up behind them. And then again, there 
were between eighty and a hundred half burnt faggots that 
had to be converted into one huge blaze in the middle of the 
camp. Each soldier flogged his prisoner as he picked up the 
wood and ran to the camp with it. During this hellish race 
some of them went absolutely out of their senses, and in their 
hurry they took hold of branches by the glowing end. This 
hideous scene lasted three hours, as they went barefoot over 
the embers, burning their hands and suffering under the rain 
of blows. None of us was asked to join in the cleaning up 
of this fresh clearing. It was just as well, because as we 
worked we had agreed — keeping our heads well down and 
using few words — each to tackle a soldier, including the 
corporal, take their rifles and fire right into the middle of all 
these brutes. 

On Tuesday we didn’t go to work. We were summoned to 
the office of the two National Guard majors. They were per- 
fectly amazed at the fact of our being in El Dorado without 
any papers to show that some court had sent us there. They 
promised that at all events they would ask the governor of the 
settlement for an explanation. 

It didn’t take long. These two majors in command of the 
prison guard were certainly very strict — indeed they might be 
said to carry repression much too far — but they behaved 
correctly and they made the governor himself come to make 
things clear to us. 

Here he was before us, with his brother-in-law, a Russian, 
and the two National Guard officers. 

‘Frenchmen, I am the governor of the settlement of El Dor- 
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ado. You have asked to speak to me. What is it that you want?’ 

‘In the first place, what court has condemned us to serve a 
sentence in this hard-labour colony — condemned us unheard? 
How long and for what crime? We came to Venezuela, to 
Irapa, by sea. We haven’t committed the slightest crime. So 
what are we doing here? And how can you say it’s right that 
they should force us to work?’ 

‘To begin with, we’re at war. So we have to know exactly 
who you are.’ 

‘Certainly; but that doesn’t mean that we should be thrown 
into your penal settlement.’ 

“You are men who have escaped from French justice, so 
we have to find out whether they want you.’ 

‘I accept that; but again I say, why treat us as though we 
had a sentence to serve?’ 

‘For the moment you’ re being held under the vagos y male- 
antes [rogues and vagabonds] act while inquiries are made 
about you.’ 

This argument would have gone on and on if one of the 
officers hadn’t cut it short by giving his opinion. ‘Governor, 
we can’t decently treat these men like the other prisoners. I 
suggest that until Caracas has decided how to. deal with this 
particular state of affairs, we should find some other way of 
keeping them busy apart from read work.’ 

‘They are dangerous characters: they’ve threatened to kill 
the presso corporal if he strikes them. Isn’t that true?’ 

‘Not only him, Governor; we’ ll kill anyone else whatsoever 
who hits a single one of us.’ 

‘And what if it’s a soldier?’ 

‘The same thing. We’ve done nothing to deserve treatment 
like this. Our law and our prison system may be more hideous 
and inhuman than yours, but we won’t put up with being 
flogged like animals.’ 

The governor turned triumphantly towards the officers. ‘You 
see what very dangerous men they are!’ 

The older major paused for a moment or two and then to 
everybody’s amazement he said, “These escaped Frenchmen 
are right. They’ve done nothing in Venezuela to justify their 
being made to undergo a sentence or submit to the rules of 
this settlement. I think they’ re right. So there are two solutions, 
Governor: either you find them some work apart from the 
other prisoners or you don’t send them out to work at all. If 


543 


they are with all the rest, theyll certainly get hit by a soldier 
one of these days.’ 

“We’ll see. Leave them in the camp for the moment. Ill 
tell you what must be done tomorrow.’ And the Governor 
withdrew, together with his brother-in-law. 

I thanked the officers. They gave us some cigarettes and 
promised to add a piece in the evening orders that would tell 
the officers and scldiers that on no account were we to be 
struck. 

We’d been here a week now. We no longer went out to 
work. Yesterday — that is to say Sunday — something terrible 
happened. The Colombians drew lots to find who would kill 
the provost Negro Blanco. It was a man of about thirty who 
lost. They gave him an iron spoon whose handle had been 
sharpened on the cement and turned into a very pointed double- 
edged spearhead. The man kept his word bravely: he stabbed 
Negro Blanco three times near the heart. The provost was 
hurried off to the hospital and the killer was tied to a stake in 
the middle of the camp. The soldiers ran about like madmen, 
searching for other weapons. They were in a furious rage, and 
as I didn’t take my trousers off quickly enough, one of them 
fetched me a blow with his bull’s pizzle on my thigh. Barriére 
caught up a bench and swung it over the soldier’s head. 
Another soldier stabbed him through the arm with his bayonet 
Just as I flattened my soldier with a kick in the guts. I’d already 
got his rifle when we heard a shouted order. ‘Hold it, all of 
you! Don’t touch the Frenchmen! Frenchie, drop that rifle!’ It 
was Captain Flores, the one who had received us the first day. 

He stepped in at the very moment I was about to fire into 
the general mass. If it hadn’t been for him we might perhaps 
have killed one or two, but we should certainly have lost our 
lives, dying there stupidly in the Venezuelan forest at the back 
of beyond, in that penal settlement that had nothing to do with 
us nor we with it. 

Thanks to the captain’s forceful interference the soldiers left 
our group and went off to satisfy their appetite for butchery 
elsewhere. It was then that we witnessed the ugliest, basest 
sight a man can well imagine. 

Tied to a stake in the middle of the camp, the Colombian 
was flogged and beaten continuously by three men at a time, 
soldiers and presso corporal included. This went on from five 
in the afternoon until the sun rose at six the next morning. 
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How a man can last when it is only his body that is hit! There 
were very short pauses in the butchery during which he was 
asked who were his accomplices, who had given him the spoon 
and who had sharpened it. He betrayed no one, even when 
they promised they would stop the torture if he spoke. He 
lost consciousness several times. They brought him round by 
throwing buckets of water over him. It reached its climax at 
four in the morning. They saw that his skin was no longer 
reacting to the blows, not even by twitching, and they left off. 

‘Is he dead?’ asked an officer. 

“We don’t know.’ 

‘Untie him and set him on all fours.’ 

Four men propped him up, more or less on hands and knees. 
Then one of the torturers hit him with his whip so that the 
lash struck the division between his buttocks: the tip certainly 
went beyond his sexual organs. The master-stroke of torture 
at last forced out a shriek of agony. 

‘Go on,’ said the officer. ‘He's not dead.’ 

They went on beating him until daybreak. This mediaeval 
flogging would have killed a horse, but it did not finish off 
the Colombian. They left him alone for an hour and threw 
several buckets of water over him; at the end of this time he 
had the strength to get to his feet, helped by the soldiers. He 
even managed to stand upright by himself for a moment. The 
medical orderly appeared carrying a glass. 

‘Drink this purge,’ ordered the officer. ‘Itll pull you 
together.’ 

The Colombian hesitated, then drained the glass in one gulp. 
A moment later he fell to the ground, and this time for good. 
In this death agony he gasped out the words ‘Fool. They’ ve 
poisoned you.’ 

I need hardly say that none cf the prisoners, nor any one 
of us, had the least intention of lifting a finger to help him. 
Every single man there was terrorized. This was the second 
time in my life I longed for death. A soldier a little way from 
me was holding his rifle carelessly, and for some minutes I 
was on the edge of grabbing it: the only thing that held me 
back was the idea that I might perhaps be killed before I had 
time to work the breech and fire into them. 

A month later Negro Blanco was once more the terror of 
the camp — even more so this time. Yet it was written that he 
was fated to die at El Dorado. Cine night a soldier belonging 
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to the guard pointed his rifle at him as the presso passed close 
by. 

‘Get down on your knees,’ said the soldier. 

Negro Blanco obeyed. 

‘Say your prayers. You’re going to die.’ 

He let him say a short prayer and then shot him three times, 
killing him. The prisoners said he had done it because he was 
sickened at the way the brute flogged the unfortunate men 
under him. Others said that Negro Blanco had denounced the 
soldier to his officers, saying he’d known him in Caracas and 
that before he went into the army he’d been a thief. He was 
buried not far from the Colombian, who was a thief without 
any doubt, but also a man of most unusual worth and courage. 

All these happenings prevented the authorities from coming 
to a decision about us. What’s more, the other prisoners stayed 
in the camp for a fortnight without ever going out to work. 
Barriére was very carefully treated for his bayonet wound by 
a doctor from the village. 

For the time being we were properly treated. Chapar left 
the other day for the village, where he was going to cook for 
the governor. Guittou and Barriére were set free, because 
France had provided information about us all and it was clear 
that they had served their time. As for me, I had given an 
Italian name. My real name came in this report, together with 
my finger-prints and the news of my life sentence: it also said 
that both Chapar arid Deplanque had been given twenty years 
apiece. The governor was very pleased with himself as he told 
us about what he had heard from France. ‘Still,’ he said, ‘since 
you have done nothing wrong in Venezuela we’ll just keep 
you here for a while and then let you go. But you’ll have to 
behave yourselves and work properly: we are holding you for 
observation.’ 


Quite often, when they were talking to me, the officers had 
complained of the difficulty of getting fresh vegetables in the 
village. The settlement had a farming camp, but no vegetables 
at all. They grew rice, maize, black beans and that was the 
lot. I said I would make them a kitchen garden if they would 
provide me with the seeds. Done. 

The first advantage was that it got Deplanque and me out 
of the camp; and as two relégués had arrived, having been 
arrested in Ciudad Bolivar, they joined us.. One of them was 
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called Toto, and he came from Paris; the other was a Corsican. 
We four built a couple of solid little wooden houses, roofed 
over with palm-fronds — one for Deplanque and me and the 
other for our two companions. 

Toto and I made high stands with their feet in tins full of 
paraffin so that the ants should not eat the seeds, and very soon 
we had strong tomato plants, as well as aubergines, melons and 
haricot beans. We began planting them out in their beds, for 
now they were strong enough to withstand the ants. The little 
tomatoes had a kind of ditch or hollow round them that we 
often filled with water, to keep them moist all the time and to 
prevent the many parasites of this untouched ground from 
getting at them. 

‘Here, what’s this?’ said Toto. ‘Look how this pebble 
sparkles.’ 

‘Wash it, man.’ 

He passed it to me. It was a little crystal the size of a 
chickpea. Once it was washed it shone even more on the 
side where it was broken from the mother-rock — it had been 
embedded in a sort of very hard stone. 

‘Could it be a diamond?’ 

‘Shut up for Christ’s sake, Toto. If it is one, this isn’t the 
moment to bellow about it. Suppose we’ve been lucky enough 
to hit on a diamond mine? Hicle it and let’s wait until this 
evening.’ 

That evening I was giving a lesson in mathematics: my 
pupil was a corporal (now a colonel) who was then getting 
ready for his officer’s examination. This man, unshakeably 
straight and great-hearted (he has proved it over a friendship 
of twenty-five years) is now called Colonel Francisco Bolagno 
Utrera. 

‘Francisco, what’s this? Is it a piece of quartz?’ 

‘No,’ he said, having inspected it very thoroughly. ‘It’s a 
diamond. Hide it carefully and don’t show it to anybody. 
Where did you find it?’ 

‘Under my tomato seedlings.’ 

‘That’s odd. Maybe you carried it there when you brought 
water up from the river. Do you scrape the bottom with your 
bucket and so scoop up sand too?’ 

‘Yes, sometimes.’ 

‘Then that’s the answer for sure. You carried your diamond 
up from the river, from the Caroni. Look very carefully to see 


547 


whether you didn’t bring up any others, because you never 
find just one gem stone. Where you find one, there have to be 
others.’ 

Toto set to work; he’d never worked like this in his life; he 
went at it so hard that our two companions, whom we hadn’t 
told, said, ‘Don’t bash away like that, Toto. You’ll kill your- 
self, carrying all th.s water up from the river. And you keep 
carrying up sand with it too.’ 

‘That’s just to make the earth lighter, mate,’ said Toto. ‘If 
you mix sand in, it drains better.’ 

We all made fun of him, but for all that Toto went on 
bringing up his buckets without a pause. At noon one day as 
the rest of us were sitting in the shade, he tripped and fell as 
he passed us. And out of the sand there rolled a diamond the 
size of two chick-peas. Once again the mother-rock was 
broken, or else the stone would never have been seen. He 
made the mistake of grabbing it too fast. 

‘Why,’ said Deplanque, ‘isn’t that a diamond? The soldiers 
say the river has diamonds in it, and gold, too.’ 

‘That’s why I carry all this water. Now you see that I’m 
not such a bloody <ool after all,’ said Toto. He was relieved 
that now at last he could say why he had been working so 
hard. 

To cut the story of the diamonds short, in six months Toto 
had found between seven and eight carats; and I had about 
twelve, in addition to over thirty stones so small that they 
came into what the miners call the industrial category. But 
one day I found a single stone weighing more than six carats. 
When I had cut it at Caracas in later days it produced a diamond 
of very nearly four carats: I still have it, and I wear it on my 
finger day and night. Deplanque and Antartaglia also collected 
a certain number of stones. I still had my charger from prison 
and I kept mine in it. They made themselves something of the 
same kind out of the tips of horns, and that was where they 
kept their treasure. 

No one knew a thing, apart from the future colonel, Corporal 
Francisco Bolagno. The tomatoes and the other plants grew: 
the officers scrupulously paid us for the vegetables that we 
took to their mess every day. 

We had a fair amount of freedom. We worked without any 
guard and we slept in our two huts. We never went to the 
camp. We were left alone and quite well treated. Of course, 
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every time we could we urged the governor to let us out. And 
every time he replied, ‘Presently’. But now we’d been here 
eight months and nothing had happened. So I began to talk 
about making a break. Toto wouldn’t have anything whatso- 
ever to do with it. Nor would the others. I bought a hook and 
line so that I could study the river. I also took to selling fish, 
especially the well-known caribes, those carnivorous fish that 
weigh up to a couple of pounds and that have teeth arranged 
like a shark’s — quite as dangerous, too. 

There was a tremendous scene today. Gaston Duranton, 
known to his friends as Tordu, or Bent Gaston, had gone off 
on a break, carrying with him seventy thousand bolivars from 
the governor’s safe. 

This lag had a curious story of his own. When he was a 
child he was in the reformatory school on the Ile d’Oléron 
and he worked there in the bootmakers’ shop. One day the 
leather band that held the shoe on his knee, going under his 
foot, broke and the jerk dislocated his hip. It was not looked 
after properly and it only went half way back into its socket; 
so all the rest of his life as a boy and part of his life as a man 
he was bent — lopsided. It was painful to see him walk — a 
thin, crooked boy who could only get along by dragging the 
leg that would not obey him. He came over to the penal 
settlement when he was twenty-five. After those long spells 
of reformatory school there was nothing surprising about his 
emerging as a thief. 

Everyone called him Tordu. Almost nobody knew his real 
name of Gaston Duranton. Bent he was, Bent they called him. 
But although he was so lopsided he escaped from penal and 
got as far as Venezuela. Those were the days when Gomez 
was dictator. Not many men from penal survived his régime. 
There were a few exceptions, the most notable being Dr. Boug- 
rat, because he saved the whole population of the pear] fishing 
island of Margarita, where there was an epidemic of yellow 
fever. 

Tordu was picked up by Gomez’ special police, and sent to 
work on the Venezuelan roads. The French and Venezuelan 
prisoners were chained to iron balls that had the Toulon fleur 
de lys stamped on them. When the Frenchmen complained 
they were told, ‘But all these chains, shackles and balls come 
from your own country! Just you have a look at the fleur de 
lys.” Well, Tordu escaped from the mobile camp when he was 
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working on the road. They caught him a few days later and 
brought him back to this perambulating gaol. He was stretched 
out naked, flat on his belly, in front of all the prisoners, and 
he was sentenced to a hundred lashes. 

It was exceedingly uncommon for a man to survive more 
than eighty. As luck would have it Tordu was thin, and as he 
lay there flat the blows could not reach his liver, which may 
burst if it is hit. It was the custom, after a beating of this kind, 
which left a man’s buttocks cut to pieces, to sprinkle salt on 
the wounds and to leave the man in the sun. Yet his head was 
always covered with a big fleshy leaf, because although it was 
all right for him to die from the flogging, it was wrong for 
him to die of sunstroke. 

Tordu survived this mediaeval torture and when he got to 
his feet he found to his astonishment that he was no longer 
bent. The blows had broken the imperfect joint and had put 
his hip right back where it ought to have been. No one could 
understand it and everybody, soldiers and prisoners too, said 
it was a miracle. In that superstitious country they believed it 
was God’s reward for having withstood his terrible punishment 
so bravely. They took off his shackles and his iron ball at 
once. He was given special treatment and the job of carrying 
water for the convicts at work. He grew and filled out, and as 
he ate a great deal he became a powerful, athletic character. 

France found out that men from the penal settlement were 
building the Venezuelan roads and came to the opinion that 
their energies would be better employed in French Guiana. 
Marshal Franchet d’Esperey was sent on a mission to the 
dictator, who was very pleased at having all this free labour; 
the marshal was to ask him to be so kind as to hand the men 
back to France. Gomez agreed and a boat came to Puerto 
Cabello to fetch them. At this point there were some splendid 
scenes of confusion, because there were men from other road- 
building sites whc knew nothing about what had happened to 
Tordu. 

‘Hi, Marcel! How are you, brother?’ 

‘Who are you?’ 

‘Tordu.’ 

‘Don’t talk such balls,’ they all replied, seeing this fine, 
well-built type standing there on his two straight legs. Tordu 
was young and he loved his joke: and during the time the 
French convicts were being loaded on to the ship he never 
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stopped calling out to all the men he knew. And of course 
not a single one of them could believe that Tordu had been 
straightened out. When I was taken back to penal myself I 
heard the story from his own mouth on Royale; and from 
others, too. 

He escaped again in 1943 and landed up in El Dorado. He 
told them he’d lived in Venezuela before, though he certainly 
didn’t add that he’d done so as a prisoner, and straight away 
they gave him Chapar’s job as a cook: for Chapar had turned 
gardener. So Tordu was over at the village, in the governor’s 
house — that is to say, on the other side of the river. 

In the governor’s office there stood the colony’s safe, with 
all the money in it. On this particular day, then, Tordu took 
these seventy thousand bolivars, which at that time were worth 
about twenty thousand dollars. Hence the turmoil in our garden 
— governor, governor’s brother-in-law and the two guard 
majors milling frantically about. The governor wanted to put 
us back in the camp. The officers wouldn’t have it. They stood 
up for us and at the same time for their supplies of vegetables. 
At last they managed to persuade the governor that we had 
no information to give him; that if we’d known anything, we’d 
have gone off with Tordu; and that our object was to be set 
free in Venezuela, not in British Guiana, which was the only 
place he could possibly go to. 

Tordu was found dead nearly fifty miles away, in the bush 
very near the British Guiana frontier; and it was the vultures 
circling over him that gave him away. The first, most con- 
venient, version of his death was that he had been murdered 
by the Indians. Much later a man was arrested in Ciudad 
Bolivar, changing brand-new five-hundred-bolivar notes. The 
bank that had sent the governor of El Dorado the notes had 
kept the numbers and they saw that these were the same — 
that these notes had been stolea. The man confessed and 
informed on two others, who were never arrested. That, then, 
was the life and death of my good friend Gaston Duranton, 
known by the name of Tordu. 

Some of the officers secretly and illegally set prisoners to 
work, looking for gold and diamonds in the river Caroni. They 
found some — not in extraordinary quantities, but enough to 
make them very keen. Below my garden there were two men 
working all day long with a wash-trough, a cone with its point 
down; they filled it with earth and swilled it about — diamonds, 
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being heavier than anything else, would sink down to the 
bottom. Very soon someone was killed: he had been robbing 
his boss. This little scandal put an end to the illicit mine. 

In the camp there was a man whose body was covered with 
tattooing. The one on his neck read Barber: shit to you. His 
right arm was paralysed. His mouth was twisted and sometimes 
his big tongue hung out, drooling; so it was obvious he had 
had a stroke. Where? No one knew. He had been brought here 
before the rest of us. Where had he come from? The one thing 
that was certain was that he was an escaped lag or relégué. 
Bat d’Af — the French army’s penal battalion — was tattooed 
on his chest, and that together with the shit to the barber on 
his neck made it dead certain he was a convict. 

The screws and the prisoners called him Picolino. He was 
well treated and they conscientiously gave him his food three 
times a day, and cigarettes. His blue eyes were intensely alive 
and they were by no means always sad. When he was looking 
at someone he liked they sparkled with pleasure. He under- 
stood everything that was said to him, but he could neither 
speak nor write — his paralysed right arm was incapable of 
holding a pen andi his left hand lacked the thumb and two 
fingers. This wreck of a man leant up against the barbed wire 
for hours on end waiting for me to go by with the vegetables, 
because this was the path I took to go to the officers’ mess. 
So every morning, as J carried up my stuff, I stopped to have 
a talk with Picolino. Leaning there on the barbed wire he 
would gaze at me with his fine blue eyes, so full of life in 
that almost dead body. I passed the time of day and then by 
nodding or winking he made me understand that he followed 
what I said. His poor paralysed face would light up for a 
moment and his eves gleam as he tried to tell me God knows 
how many things. I always took him some little treat — tom- 
atoes, lettuces or cucumbers made into a salad with a vinaig- 
rette sauce, a little melon, or a fish cooked over the embers. 
He was never hungry, because the Venezuelan prison provided 
plenty of food; but it made a change from the official rations. 
And I always added a few cigarettes. This chat with Picolino 
became a settled habit, so much so that the soldiers and pris- 
oners called him Picolino, son of Papillon. 
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Freedom 


The Venezuelans were so pleasant, kindly and charming, that 
an extraordinary thing happened: I made up my mind to put 
my faith in them. I would not make a break. I’d accept this 
wrongful situation of being a prisoner in the hope that some 
day I might belong to their nation. This may seem absurd. 
Their brutal way of treating the convicts was not calculated 
to make me feel like living among them; but on the other hand 
I came to realize that both prisoners and soldiers looked upon 
corporal punishment as something that was perfectly natural. 
If a soldier did something wrong, he too was given several 
lashes. And a few days later this same soldier would talk to 
the corporal, sergeant or officer who had knocked him about 
as though nothing had happened. The dictator Gomez had 
ruled them in this way for years and years, and it was from him 
that they had inherited the barbarous system. It had become 
customary — so much so that a civil administrator would punish 
the people under his authority with a whip. 


I was on the eve of being set free; and the reason for this was 
that there had been a revolution. The president of the republic, 
General Angarita Medina, had been overthrown by a half mili- 
tary and half civilian coup d’état; he was one of the greatest 
liberals in the history of Venezuela, and he was so good, so 
democratic, that he had been beth unable and unwilling to 
withstand this rising. It seems he had flatly refused to allow 
Venezuelans to shed one another’s blood to keep him in office. 
This great democratic soldier certainly knew nothing about 
what went on in El Dorado. 

At all events, a month after the revolution all the officers 
were changed. The authorities began an inquiry into the so- 
called purge and into the death of the Colombian. The governor 
and his brother-in-law vanished, and they were replaced by a 
lawyer who had also been a diplomat. 

“Yes, Papillon, Pm going to set you free tomorrow; but I’d 
like you to take that poor Picolino with you. I know you take 
an interest in him. He has no official identity, so I'll give him 
one. As for you, here’s a cédule, an identity-card; it’s all in 
order, and it’s made out in your real name. The conditions are 
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these: you must live somewhere in a small village for a year 
before you’re allowed to settle in a big town. This is a kind 
of probationary period, not so that the police can supervise 
you, but so that we can see what progress you make and how 
you can manage in life. If the administrator of the district 
gives you a certificate of good behaviour at the end of that 
time, as I’m sure he will, then that will put an end to your 
confinamiente, your obligatory residence. I think Caracas 
would be a perfect town for you. At all events, you’re legally 
authorized to live in this country. Your past doesn’t mean 
anything to us. It’s up to you to show that you’re worthy of 
being given this chance of once more becoming a respectable 
member of society. I hope that before five years have gone by 
you will be my compatriot — that naturalization will give you 
a new country of your own. May God be with you. Thank 
you for being willing to take care of that poor helpless Picolino. 
I can only let him out if someone gives a signed undertaking 
that he will look after him. Let’s hope that some hospital will 
be able to cure him.’ 

It was at seven the next morning that I was to go out into 
real freedom, together with Picolino. My heart was flooded 
with warmth: at last I had escaped from the road down the 
drain, and now it was for good. I had been waiting for this 
for thirteen years: for now it was 18 October 1945. 

I went down to my shed in the garden. I asked my friends 
to forgive me, but I just had to be alone. My feelings were 
too powerful for me to be able to express them with anyone 
there. I examined the identity-card the governor had given me: 
my photograph in the left-hand corner: on top, the number 
1728629: valid from 3 July 1944. Plumb in the middle, my 
name: beneath it, my Christian name. On the back, date of 
birth: 16 November 1906. The identity-card was perfectly in 
order, and it was even signed and stamped by the Director of 
the Identity Bureau. Status in Venezuela: resident. This word 
resident was terrific: it meant I was domiciled in Venezuela. 
My heart beat wildly. I felt like going down on my knees and 
thanking God. You don’t know how to pray, Papillon; and 
you’ ve never been baptized. What God are you going to speak 
to, when you don’t belong to any specific religion? The God of 
the Catholics? The Protestants? The Jews? The Mahometans? 
Which was I going to choose to address my prayer to — a 
prayer that I’d have to invent, since I knew none right through. 
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But why should I worry about which God to pray to on this 
particular day? When I had called upon Him during the course 
of my life, or even when I cursed Him, hadn’t I always thought 
of the God of the Infant Jesus in His basket with the ass and 
the ox around Him? Did my subconscious mind still bear a 
grudge against those Colombian nuns? In that case, why not 
think just of the splendid, noble-hearted bishop of Curagao, 
Mer Irénée de Bruyne; or farther back still, of the good chap- 
lain of the Conciergerie? 

Tomorrow I would be free, corapletely free. In five years I 
would be a naturalized Venezuelan, for I was certain I should 
commit no wrong-doing upon this soil that had given me 
asylum and that had trusted me. In the life before me I must 
be twice as honest as anybody else. 

For indeed, although I was innocent of the killing for which 
a public prosecutor, some cops and the twelve bastards of the 
jury had sent me to penal, they could only have done so 
because I was already something of a bad hat. It was because 
I was in fact outside the law that it was so easy for them to 
spin a web of falsehoods around my character. Opening other 
people’s safes is not a really praiseworthy occupation and 
society has both the right and the duty to defend itself. I must 
honestly confess that the reason I was tossed down the drain 
was that I was a standing candidate for it. The fact that such 
a punishment was unworthy of a nation like France; the fact 
that although society has the duty of defending itself it does 
not have that of taking such ignoble revenge — all that is 
something else again. I could not wipe out my past just like 
that; I had to rehabilitate myself by my own efforts: first in 
my own eyes and then in those of others. So thank the God 
of the Catholics, Papi: promise Him something very important. 

‘Lord, forgive me if I do not know how to pray; look into 
me and You will see I don’t possess words enough to express 
my gratitude to You for having brought me as far as this. It 
has been a hard struggle; making my way along the calvary 
inflicted upon me by other men has not been always very easy; 
and the reason I have been able to overcome all these obstacles 
and go on living in good health up until this blessed day is 
certainly because of Your helping hand. What can I do to 
show You that I am sincerely grateful for Your care of me?’ 

‘Renounce thy vengeance.’ 

Did I really hear these words or did I only think I heard 
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them? I don’t know: but they came so suddenly, like a smack 
in the face, that I’d almost swear I really did hear them. 

‘Oh no! Not that! Don’t ask me that. These people have 
made me suffer too much. How can You expect me to forgive 
those bent cops, or Polein, that perjured witness? How can I 
give up the idea of ripping out that inhuman lawyer’s tongue? 
I can’t do it. You’re asking me too much. No, no, no. I’m 
sorry to offend You, but at no price whatsoever will I give up 
carrying out my revenge.’ 

I went outside: I was afraid of weakening and I didn’t want 
to yield. I walked up and down my garden. Toto was curling 
the tips of the climbing beans round their stakes so that they 
should get a hold. They were all three there, Toto, the optimis- 
tic Parisian from the gutters of the rue de Lappe, Antartaglia, 
the Corsican-born pickpocket who had spent years relieving 
Parisians of their purses, and Deplanque, the guy from Dijon 
who’d killed a fellow-ponce, and they all came towards me. 
They were looking at me, and their faces were full of happiness 
because I was to be free at last. It would be their turn soon, 
no doubt. 

‘Didn’t you bring a bottle of wine or rum from the village 
to celebrate being let out?’ 

‘Forgive me. I was knocked all of a heap and I never even 
thought about it. Don’t hold it against me. I’m very sorry I 
forgot.’ 

‘No, no, there’s nothing to be sorry about. I’ll make us all 
a pot of coffee.’ 

‘Brother, you’re happy, because you’re going to be free for 
good and all at last, after all these years of struggle. We’re 
happy for you.’ 

‘I hope your turn will come soon.’ 

‘That’s for sure,’ said Toto. ‘The captain told me that he 
was going to let one of us out each fortnight. What are you 
going to do once you’re free?’ 

I hesitated for a second or two, but then, in spite of my 
dread of looking ridiculous in front of the relégué and these 
two lags, I bravely said, ‘What am I going to do? Well, it’s 
simple enough. I'll get a job and Ill go straight: for good. I'd 
be ashamed of committing a crime in this country that has put 
its trust in me.’ 

I was astonished when, instead of an ironic crack, I heard 
them all three say, ‘I’ve made up my mind to go straight too. 


556 


You’re dead right, Papillon: it'll be tough, but it’s worth it; 
and these Venezuelans deserve we should treat them right.’ 

I couldn’t believe my ears. Toto, the tough from the Bastille 
gutters, with notions of this kind? It was staggering. Antartag- 
lia, who’d spent his long life rifling other people’s pockets, 
reacting like this? It was wonderful. And it was even more 
amazing that Deplanque, a professional ponce, should have no 
plans for finding a woman and putting her to work. We all 
burst out laughing. 

“Well, what do you know! If you were to go back to 
Montmartre tomorrow and tell them in the Place Blanche, 
nobody would believe you.’ 

‘The men of our world would. They’d understand, brother. 
It’s only the squares who wouldn't agree. The great majority 
of Frenchmen won’t have it that guys like us, with the kind 
of past we have behind us, can become decent citizens from 
every point of view. That’s the difference between the Vene- 
zuelan nation and ours.’ 

I’ve already told you what the poor fisherman of Irapa had 
to say, when he was telling the administrator that a man was 
never wholly lost and that he must be given a chance so that 
with help he might go straight. These almost illiterate fisher- 
men of the Gulf of Paria, away at the far end of the world, 
lost in the huge estuary of the Orinoco, have a humane philos- 
ophy that is lacking in a good manv of our fellow-countrymen. 
Too much material progress, a rat-race of a life, a society with 
only one ideal — more mechanical inventions, a life that grows 
easier and easier all the time, a higher standard of living. 
Lapping up scientific discoveries in much the same way that 
one laps up an ice-cream brings about a longing for greater 
comfort and a perpetual struggle to attain it. This dries up 
people’s hearts: it does away with pity, understanding and 
nobility. They no longer have the time to care for others, least 
of all habitual criminals. And even the authorities here at the 
back of beyond are unlike ours; for although they are respon- 
sible for public order they will nevertheless run the risk of 
getting into serious trouble in order to save a fellow man. And 
I think that is splendid. 


I had a fine navy-blue suit given me by my pupil, the one who 
is now acolonel. A month back he ‘aad gone off to the officers’ 
school, having passed the examination, one of the top three, 
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I was happy to have done a little something towards his success 
by the lessons I’d given him. Before he left he’d given me 
some almost new clothes that fitted me very well. I’d leave 
prison decently dressed thanks to Francisco Bolagno, a cor- 
poral in the National Guard, a married man and the father of 
a family. 

This field officer, at present a colonel in the National Guard, 
has honoured me with his great-hearted, unshakeable friend- 
ship for twenty-six years now. He is the embodiment of integ- 
rity, nobility and the most elevated feelings a man can possess. 
In spite of his high position in the army, his faithful friendship 
has never faltered, and he has never failed to help me on every 
possible occasion. I owe a great deal to Colonel Francisco 
Bolagno Utrera. 

Yes, I'd do everything I possibly could to go straight and 
to stay straight. The only difficulty was that I’d never done 
any work — I had no trade. I’d have to take any sort of job at 
all to earn my living. It wouldn’t be easy, but I’d get there: 
that was for sure. Tomorrow I’d be a man like other men. 
Prosecutor, you’ve lost the game: J have left the road down 
the drain for good. 

In the nervous excitement of this last night of my odyssey 
as a prisoner I tossed and turned in my hammock. I got up 
and walked through the garden that I had looked after so 
carefully all these last months. The moonlight was almost as 
bright as day: silently the water of the river flowed down 
towards its mouth. No birdsong: they were all asleep. The sky 
was full of stars, but the moon was so bright you had to turn 
your back to it to see them. Opposite me the mass of the forest, 
with just one clearing, the space where the village of E] Dorado 
stood. Nature’s cleep tranquillity soothed me. Gradually my 
painful excitement died away, and the calmness of the night 
gave me the peace of mind I needed. 

I could clearly picture the place where I should land from 
the boat tomorrow — in the country of Simon Bolivar, the 
man who freed Venezuela from the Spanish yoke and who 
bequeathed to his sons those feelings of humanity and under- 
standing that made it possible for me to make a new life for 
myself. 

I was thirty-seven: still young. I was absolutely fit. I’d never 
had any serious illness, and it seemed to me that I could say 
that I was perfectly well balanced mentally. The way down 
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the drain had left no degrading marks upon me; and I think 
the real reason for that was that I had never truly belonged 
there. 

During these first weeks of freedom I would not only have 
to find some way of earning my living but also look after poor 
Picolino and keep him too. It was a serious responsibility that 
I had taken upon myself. Yet although he would be a heavy 
burden I’d keep my promise to the governor and I’d never 
leave the poor fellow until I'd managed to get him into a 
hospital, where he would be cared for by people who knew 
what they were about. 

Should I tell my father that I was free? He’d not heard from 
me for years. In any case where was he? The only news of 
me he’d had was the visits of the gendarmes whenever I made 
a break. No, I mustn’t be in too much of a hurry. I had no 
right to open a wound that had perhaps been almost healed 
by the passing of the years. I'd write when I was really on 
my feet, when I had a solid and straightforward, though per- 
haps modest job, so that I’d be able to say, ‘Dear Papa, your 
little boy is free and he has becorne an honest man — he has 
gone straight. He lives in such-and-such a way and he has 
such-and-such a position. You no longer have to hang your 
head when he is mentioned, and that is why I am writing to 
tell you that I always have loved and honoured you and always 
will.’ 

This was war-time: who could tell whether the Germans 
were there in my little village? The Ardéche was not a very 
important part of France. It wouldn’t be completely occupied. 
What could they find there, apart from the chestnuts? Yes, it 
was only when I was properly established and worthy of it 
that I'd write home, or rather try to write. 

Where should I go now? I’d settle in a village called La 
Callao, by the goldmines. There I’d live the year I was required 
to spend in the country. What should I do? God knows. Cross 
those bridges when you come to them. If you have to dig to 
earn your bread, why then you’ll just dig and that’s all there 
is to it. To begin with I’ve got to learn how to live as a 
free man. It won’t be easy. Apart from these few months in 
Georgetown. I’d not had to worry about earning my daily 
bread for the last thirteen years. Still, at Georgetown I’d not 
done so badly. The adventure would go on, and it was up to 
me to find ways of earning my living — without doing anyone 
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any harm, of course. I'd see. So tomorrow it would be La 
Callao. 

Seven o’clock in the morning. A splendid tropical sun, a 
cloudless blue sky, birds singing their delight in life, my friends 
gathered at the garden gate. Picolino, newly shaved and cleanly 
dressed in civilian clothes. There was an officer there waiting 
with my friends, and he was going with us as far as the village 
of El Dorado. 

‘Embrace us,” said Toto, ‘and then just go. That’ll be best 
for everyone.’ 

‘Good-bye, brothers. If ever you pass by La Callao, look 
me up. If I have a place of my own, it’ll be yours.’ 

‘Good-bye, Papi. Good luck!” 

Quickly we went down to the landing stage and got into 
the boat. Picolino walked very well: it was only above the 
waist that he was paralysed — his legs were quite all right. In 
under a quarter cf an hour we were on the other side of the 
river. 

‘Right: here are Picolino’s papers. Good luck, you two. 
From this moment on you're free. Adios!’ 

It’s as easy as that to drop the chains you’ve been dragging 
for thirteen years. ‘From this moment on you’re free.’ They 
turn their backs, which means that nobody is keeping watch 
on you any more. And that’s all. In a few minutes we had 
climbed the cobbled path from the river. All we had was a 
little bundle with three shirts in it and a spare pair of trousers. 
I was wearing my navy-blue suit, a white shirt and a blue tie 
to match. 

But as you may imagine, making a new life for oneself is 
not quite as easy as sewing on a button. And although today, 
twenty-five years later, I am a married man with a daughter 
of my own, a Venezuelan citizen living happily in Caracas, I 
only got there after a great many other adventures, some of 
them successful and others disastrous, but all of them the 
adventures of a free man and an upright citizen. Maybe one 
day I'll tell them, together with a good many other remarkable 
stories that I didn’t have room for here. 
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